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Extract from School Ties by Emma Lee-Potter 
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“If only Pippa’s IQ was as high as her heels. She doubtless thinks that 
Botticelli is a type of pasta. Thank you for rescuing me from her this evening. 
You were comfortably the highlight of my evening Emma. As a thank you can I 
take you out to dinner one evening next week ? Jason xxx ” 

So ran the text, written by Jason Rothschild, sent to Emma Hastings. Emma 
read over the message again. And again. She smiled once more - grinning like a 
cat that had got the cream as she lay curled up upon her bed - feasting upon his 
comment about Pippa; one of her friends and Jason’s ex-girlfriend. She giggled, 
fizzing still from the champagne and from being with him. She felt a tiny bit 
uncomfortable laughing at Pippa behind her back, but Pippa was very dim. Even 
Emma’s father, who was used to blissfully ignoring all of her friends, had said 
that he had known yogurts more cultured than Pippa. 

Jason Rothschild. Emma all but said his name out loud and sighed. He turned 
as many heads as she did, Emma thought to herself. He had been a male model 
for a while, but had stopped when he feared it was becoming too much like 
work. “The trouble with a having a job is that it eats into your day too much,” 
she had once overheard him wittily say. His trust fund was as big as his ego - 
perhaps the two were linked Emma briefly posited - but he was not showy with 
his money. Well, not overly so. She pictured them walking into a restaurant 
together, basking in the attention and envy. Pippa might be envious and resentful 
should they start dating so soon after the break-up but missing her conversation 
would be a small price to pay. All was fair in love and war, in Kensington. 

Three kisses! One kiss at the end of the text was mere politeness and habit. 
Two was sweet. But three meant something more. Four plus kisses in the text 
would have meant he was drunk. But it was not the drink talking. Jason 
Rothschild was asking Emma Hastings out to dinner. 

Emma picked up her kindle from the bedside table but it was soon resting 
upon her stomach as she lapsed into thinking - daydreaming - about the evening 
and him again. The party had been a launch for a new art exhibition off Bond St. 
The usual crowd had attended. Emma fancied that such was the exodus of people 
from Notting Hill towards Bond St that the line of black taxis carrying them 
along Oxford St could have been seen from space. 

It was towards the beginning of the evening when she caught Jason’s eye - 
and vice-versa. Pippa had cornered him. Her voice was becoming raised. She 
was swaying to the point of spilling some of her wine (Jason had joked later in 



the evening that such was the year and grape that the wine was worth spilling). 
He spotted Emma over Pippa’s shoulder and waved his hand to say hi. He then 
extricated himself from a glowering ex and came over to speak to her. He first 
mentioned how lovely she looked. Emma was wearing a black Valentino cocktail 
dress (a short leather skirt with a pretty lace blouse), along with black Prada 
heels, which were as uncomfortable as they were stylish. Her tanned skin, along 
with her earrings (diamonds and yellow sapphire from the Asprey’s Daisy 
Heritage collection - a birthday present from a former boyfriend) shone in the 
dimly lit gallery. 

“You look like a million dollars. As opposed to some of the other girls at this 
party, who unfortunately look like a million lire.” 

He asked about her father, Brigadier Hastings, and said how much he had 
admired the work that he had done out in Afghanistan, before he had retired. He 
said how he had a number of contemporaries from Oxford who had gone to 
Sandhurst. The army was not for him though. “If nothing else the cut of the 
uniform would not suit my figure,” he joked. Emma pictured Jason in uniform 
however and thought differently. She felt both comfortable and confident when 
chatting to him, as if they were closer than just mere passing acquaintances. 

Of course she did not have him all to herself throughout the evening. He 
seemed to have as many friends as nicknames (“Jay-Jay”, “Rothers”, “Argo”) 
and he frequently held court, with men and women alike hanging upon his varied 
conversation. 

“People say that ethanol was so last year. But, trust me, it will be so this year 
and so next year too... Unfortunately so much of the working class have become 
the benefit class... In his pomp Lampard was both the anchor and spearhead of 
the Chelsea midfield. I would say that age cannot wither him, nor custom stale 
his infinite variety - but I’d be lying... State run capitalism will be a footnote 
rather than chapter in history, trust me...” 

Emma found herself nodding and pretending to be interested, or informed, 
about a number of things Jason mentioned - but she wasn’t alone in doing so, 
she suspected. Emma was a fashion model, but half the time she felt more like 
an actress upon a stage. 

Yet she had perhaps now found her leading man. He didn’t stare at her breasts 
all evening. Tick. He asked about how her week had been, instead of endlessly 
talking about himself. Tick. He drove a Porsche. Tick. He was funny and decent. 
Tick and tick. He was approached to appear in the television programme Made 
in Chelsea but he turned them down, saying he did not want to appear in such 
“plebeian trash”. Tick. He was gorgeous. Tick. He wrote proper text messages, 
without using slang or shortening words. Tick. He was well groomed - Pippa 



had once mentioned how his walk-in wardrobe was as big as her apartment. 
Tick. 

Emma was neither follyful nor tipsy enough though to believe that her 
prospective leading man was perfect. He said “Yah” instead of “Yes” and even 
she had more discipline in walking by a mirror without checking out how she 
looked. She was also certain that her father would not approve of him. But she 
had yet to meet a man who she had dated who her father genuinely approved of. 

Although Emma promised herself that she would play things cool and wait 
until the morning to reply to the text she could not help herself and drafted 
several messages before settling upon the following: 

“Dinner next week would be great I’m free on Tuesday evening if that works 
for you? How about Italian ? I promise not to order the Botticelli. Emma xxx” 

The phone buzzed immediately with his reply. 

“Perfect. Am duly looking forward to you being the highlight of my week. 
Jason xxx ” 

Perfect. 

Emma eventually drifted off to sleep - still wearing the satisfied smile on her 
sun-kissed face, her kindle still resting upon her stomach and her phone clasped 
to her chest as if it were a teddy bear. 



2 . 


“We may be both civilians now, but I’ll bloody order you if I have to Shakes. 
You’re coming to dinner and that’s final,” Brigadier Robert Hastings barked 
down the phone, albeit in good humour. He smiled triumphantly as he said 
goodbye. 

“Who was that Daddy?” Emma asked, as her father put down the phone and 
she came out into the garden to give him his lunch. The June sun was tempered 
by a cooling breeze. A rainbow of floral colour bordered an immaculate lawn. 
Emma had visited her father every Sunday, ever since her mother had died three 
years ago. The house was in Chiswick. Despite having lived in her flat in 
Kensington for half a dozen years she still called her father’s house “home”. 

“Oh, just someone from the regiment. Shakes. He was my driver out in 
Helmand for a few months. What’s this rot?!” Emma’s father then exclaimed, his 
face screwed up in both confusion and derision, as Emma gave him his lunch. 

“Salmon and rocket salad. You need to eat more healthily - and cut down on 
your drinking. You’ll pickle your liver at this rate,” Emma remarked, speaking to 
him more like a mother than a daughter. 

“Firstly, I need to eat. There’s barely anything on this plate. And let me worry 
about my drinking. I’ve taken more out of alcohol than alcohol has taken out of 
me, as the old man once said,” Robert Hastings exclaimed, quoting Winston 
Churchill. “Besides, if I pickle my liver with alcohol then I’ll be preserving it. 

“Daddy, you shouldn’t joke about your health.” 

“Why not? I thought that laughter was the best medicine. But this food won’t 
give me enough energy to argue darling. Tell me, is there any new news from 
you?” Robert Hastings asked, displaying more enthusiasm for idle gossip than 
for his meal. 

Emma briefly thought of Jason and bit her bottom lip and smirked, but 
resisted the urge to say anything on that front. 

“I have quite a bit of work on this week. The change of agent has worked 
out.” 

Emma’s father pursed his lips and rolled his eyes upon hearing his daughter 
mention her “work.” Modelling to him was, or should be, but a hobby. He had 
perhaps more chance of changing his diet than his daughter’s career choice 
however. Emma could be as stubborn as her mother in some things, he thought 
to himself with mixed feelings. To help resist the urge to say something he 
shouldn’t, he concentrated upon filling up his wine glass. 



“I hope you’ll still be free to come to dinner Saturday evening.” 

It was Emma’s turn to purse her lips and roll her eyes. Thankfully her father 
was begrudgingly tucking into his lunch as she did this. She envisioned the 
scene. Half a dozen officers from his regiment would be there and she would 
spend half the evening fending off the advances, subtle or otherwise, from single 
- or otherwise - men. Half would have barrelled chests, with empty heads. The 
other half would have double-barrelled names, with empty bank accounts. They 
all would think that they were God’s gift to women though. If they were she 
would like them to keep the receipts - so she could send them back to Him. 

Emma would attend though, for her father’s sake. She also hoped that he 
would invite a lady friend. He needed someone in his life. Perhaps she should 
invite someone. Her agent perhaps? Penelope was the right age and she thought 
they might get on. Her father was a good catch, she believed. She also believed 
herself to be a good matchmaker. He was still handsome and in good shape for 
his age. He still possessed his wits and hair. His sense of humour was an 
acquired taste and his manner could sometimes be gruff - but he was also the 
kindest, most chivalrous man she had ever known. His bark was far worse than 
his bite - unless you were the Taliban! 

“I will be Daddy, don’t worry. I might even threaten to come early and cook 
some healthy food for the dinner.” 

“I’ll change the locks, just in case. Now I know you say you’ve got a lot of 
work on but are you okay for money?” 

“I’m fine,” she replied, lying a little. Although modelling gave Emma a 
comfortable income she had expensive hobbies - shopping and holidaying with 
a set that possessed more money than sense (in some instances of the set they 
could have possessed little money and they’d still own an even tinier amount of 
sense, she mused). 

Emma and her father continued to enjoy their lazy Sunday afternoon with one 
another, although there was always a moment in their time spent together when 
Emma would remember her mother and wish she was still with them. The sun 
would then pop behind a cloud. The air would be tinged with an unspoken grief. 
But the moment would pass and Emma would enjoy being with her father again. 
There was no one else she felt more comfortable with - or loved as dearly. 

Emma always turned her phone off when she was with her father on a Sunday, 
but within a heartbeat of kissing her father on the cheek and him closing the door 
her heart beat even faster upon checking her phone and receiving a message 
from him. 

“I have had the good sense and taste to miss you. How was your day ? I have 
been entertaining my cousin and his ghastly girlfriend. She makes even the 



Middletons look middle-class. They also wouldn’t leave. There are terrorists due 
to be sent back to Jordan who’ve out-stayed their welcome less. The good news 
for you is that so far you do not seem to have much competition for being the 
highlight of my week, xxx Jason.” 

Emma also noticed a missed call and voicemail from her best friend, Celia, 
but she went straight to replying to the text. 

“Hopefully you’ll continue to be underwhelmed by things for the next few 
days. Do I get a prize for being the highlight of your week ? xxx Emma.” 

“Yes. You might get to un-wrap me. Xxx Jason.” 

Emma fumbled her car keys and blushed as brightly as her cherry-red Audi 
TT upon reading the text - but she also beamed as brightly as the afternoon sun. 

Her sunny mood was sullied a little however as she heard an unhealthy rattle 
and cough emanate from her car when driving home. She called her father to ask 
his advice on what to do. Could he take a look at it? Should she just take it to her 
local Audi dealer? Her father recommended a garage in Bermondsey though and 
although she was loath to go out of her way south of the river she would aim to 
take the car in tomorrow morning, before her photo-shoot. 

Emma had a long bath and light supper, before watching a film. She read a 
little, swapped a few more texts with Jason and finally went to bed. She realised 
that she still needed to call Celia, but it was now too late. Not that the two of 
them had not spoken deep into the night before - usually about boyfriends. Celia 
and Emma had been friends since college. Celia had helped Emma improve her 
grades and Emma had helped Celia improve her dress sense. Emma listened to 
the voice message. Celia asked if she was free on Tuesday night for dinner, that 
it was important and could she call her back. Emma was a little worried for her 
friend, but not so much that she wanted to cancel her plans with Jason. She could 
see Celia anytime. But this might be her only chance to see him. 

She drifted off to sleep with the waking image of Jason Rothschild stealing 
itself into her dreams, like a fox entering the hen house. Hi cheekbones were as 
high as his social status. He was clean-shaven and dressed in a navy blue blazer 
from Kenzo, white Hugo Boss polo shirt and mustard coloured cords from Paul 
Smith. He looked good enough to eat. Rich food agreed with her, Emma 
indulgently thought to herself. 
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The day began badly for Emma. Her hair straighteners broke, as did one of her 
nails when she slammed the offending item upon the kitchen table. Added to 
which she received a call from her agent to say that her shoot on Thursday, 
which was going to pay for new Jimmy Choos, had been postponed indefinitely. 
Even a brace of flirtatious text messages from Jason could do little to improve 
her mood. 

She consoled herself that one of the stylists at the shoot could fix her hair. Her 
first priority was to fix her car however, so under a slate-grey muggy sky she 
battled across London through the rush hour to get to Bermondsey and the 
garage that her father recommended she take her beloved Audi into. As soon as 
she crossed the river, as if the Gods were punishing or warning her, the heavens 
opened and rain lashed down upon the roof of the car, drowning out the sound of 
the ill-informed (but opinionated) DJ on the radio. The garage, “Flynn Autos ”, 
was situated under some railway arches off Jamaica Rd. But for her sat-nav she 
would have never found the place. Upon finding the garage however, Emma 
wondered why her father had recommended such a grotty establishment - and 
she wished that her sat-nav, rather than hair straighteners, could have packed-in 
that morning to give her an excuse not to head south. Her mood really was as 
foul as the weather. The Audi spluttered to a halt and a mechanic, dressed in a 
baseball cap and oil-stained overalls, came out to greet her. 

It was then that Emma Hasting’s bad day got worse. First Emma broke a heel 
upon a cracked paving stone as she rushed out from the car to take cover from 
the rain, getting completely drenched whilst doing so. Emma briefly painted the 
grey air blue in frustration. 

“Hi, can I help you? I’m William Flynn,” the mechanic politely said. There 
was more than a tinge of South London in his accent. “Would you like me to get 
you a towel, or a cup of tea?” 

Emma looked the mechanic up and down and could not help but turn her nose 
up a little. She would decline the offer of a towel. It probably contained more 
germs than an NHS hospital ward. She also could not discern whether his face or 
overalls appeared grimier. He was short, but firmly built. She could barely make 
out his features however beneath his cap and behind the grease. She was 
frustrated with her father for having sent her so far out of her way but Robert 
Hastings wasn’t around for her to take things out on. The mechanic was. 

“Thank you. But I just need you to fix my car - and quickly. My name is 



Emma. For some strange reason your garage was recommended to me by 
someone,” Emma remarked haughtily, casting an underwhelmed glance over the 
establishment. 

“You’re right, that is strange. We do our best to give a poor service to 
discourage any positive word of mouth,” the mechanic replied good-humouredly. 

“I’m afraid that I do have any time for jokes. I have an important photo-shoot 
in an hour or so.” 

“Indeed,” the mechanic remarked, thinking she already looked a picture, 
raising an eyebrow and the corner of his mouth in a good-natured smile as he 
gazed at Emma. Half of her hair was matted to her face and the other half looked 
as if it had been styled by a Channel 4 “expert”. Instead of seeing the humour of 
the situation however Emma tried to stand, lop-sided due to her broken heel, 
before the impertinent mechanic with dignity and an authoritative air. William 
Flynn hoped that his joke would help break the ice, but instead it left the woman 
even colder. Emma’s pinched expression conveyed how she was not amused. 
The morning reminded Emma why she hated coming south of the river. Bad 
restaurants, bad manners, bad everything. The people around here probably 
thought that Botticelli was the Chelsea goalkeeper. 

“Can you fix my car or not? It’s the exhaust I think.” 

“We’ll take a look at things.” 

“I use my car to get around for work so I’d like you to prioritise it. I’d like 
things finished by the end of the week. I’m willing to pay extra.” 

“I’m afraid you’ll be in a queue. I’ve got a number of other cars to attend to 
before I can start on yours.” 

“How much will it take? I know that it’s always a question of money with you 
people,” Emma asserted, whilst rolling her eyes and looking disdainful as she 
uttered “you people”. Her mood was now fouler than the weather. 

The insulted mechanic was about to answer back but he was interrupted. 

“Will, there’s a call for you. Want to take it now?” a youthful voice blasted out 
above the roar of the rain from the bowels of the garage. 

“Not unless it’s urgent. Take a message. Thanks Sam.” 

Emma would have tapped her foot to convey her impatience, but there was an 
acute danger of her losing her balance if she did so. 

“I’m afraid it’s not about the money.” 

“It’s always about the money.” 

“Not for me. I’ve given my word.” 

Not only was Emma slightly taken back by the answer - that someone would 
turn down the offer of earning some extra easy money - but she was also struck 
by the sincerity in the mechanic’s eyes and voice. 



“I’ll understand if you want to take your car to another garage.” 

“Please, I’m having a really bad day. I’d be grateful if you could look after me 
first,” Emma replied, deftly changing her approach towards the doubtless red- 
blooded mechanic. She smiled attractively and looked at him slightly doe-eyed. 
It was a rare thing for Emma not to get her own way when she batted her 
eyelashes and pouted at a man. Even though she was not looking her best this 
morning, she believed that her best wouldn’t be needed to win over the 
mechanic. Yet William Flynn appeared amused, rather than charmed, by Emma’s 
new approach and she was no nearer to getting her own way as she was before 
she flashed her smile at him. Perhaps he was married, Emma judged (although 
married men were often even less immune to her charms). Or he could have 
been the only gay mechanic in South London, she half-joked to herself. 

“I’m sorry you’re having such a bad day. I’d be happy to fix your car, but not 
by breaking my word.” 

The mechanic was interrupted again, by Sam, as he came out to talk to his 
boss. Sam was in his early twenties, but walked stiffly and limped like he was an 
old man. Emma surmised that he had probably had an accident in the garage. He 
was probably incompetent, if his boss was anything to go by. Sam could not help 
but gawp a little at the tall fashion model as he approached (and Emma knew 
instantly that she would have been able to twist him around her finger, if he was 
in charge). 

“That was Legs on the phone Will. He’s in trouble again.” 

“Okay, thanks. I’ll deal with it. If you start work on the Jag.” 

Sam limped back inside, all the while craning his neck to take in the model. 
His eyes were nearly popping out of his head, like a cartoon character. 

“Maybe if your staff didn’t have so many accidents and could walk properly 
then you might be able to fix more cars and not have a backlog,” Emma 
waspishly remarked, still smarting from not getting her own way. Whereas the 
mechanic had been amused by or immune from the woman’s haughty comments 
before, a storm here came over his brow. He breathed in deeply and was about to 
say - or bellow - something but then bit his tongue and merely replied, “If you 
would like to go inside, a chap with glasses called Dave will go through some 
paperwork with you.” 

“I’ll also need someone to call me a cab.” 

“He can do that too. I suggest you be polite whilst dealing with him, otherwise 
he might call you something else.” 

Emma filled out the paperwork and a cab was called for her. She shot the 
squat mechanic one last sour look before getting into the taxi; her thoughts were 
even less hospitable towards him. 



“She’s got better curves than an Aston,” a still wide-eyed Sam remarked as the 
cab turned around the corner. 

“And she’s probably just as expensive to maintain,” William Flynn replied. 

“You should’ve made more of an effort with her. She could have been your 
date for the weekend.” 

“Ha. You’re having a laugh. Life’s not some rom-com Sam. No. She’s far too 
proud - and prejudiced - for me.” 
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Emma finally stopped cursing William Flynn - and replaying their encounter 
over in her head, with certain scenarios where she got the better of the irksome 
mechanic - when she crossed back over the river. Once within the realms of 
Chelsea again she also swapped a couple of text messages with Jason, to help 
take her mind off the frustrating morning. He restored a smile to her face and the 
colour to her cheeks (as a couple of his compliments duly made her blush). 

Emma quickly took off her sodden clothes and showered when she returned 
home, wishing to wash all traces of South London out of her day. After swiftly 
blending and drinking a blueberry smoothie (a spot of which marked her cream 
blouse and she had to change her top again, as curses rebounded off the walls of 
her bedroom) Emma flagged down a taxi and she made her way over to Maida 
Vale for her photo-shoot. The shoot went well. Thankfully the photographer was 
gay and he was more interested in taking photos than taking phone numbers 
from her and the other models. Although tired after the shoot Emma still forced 
herself to go to the gym on her way home. She often felt a little uncomfortable 
there however, believing that the other women were sniping at her behind her 
back - or worse the men often ogled her and felt she was fair game to be chatted 
up, as if it were a form of exercise for them in a rotation. 

She noticed she had another missed call and voice message from Celia as she 
left the gym. She also had a message from her father, reminding her about the 
dinner on the weekend and to keep herself free. After relaxing in the bath for an 
hour once home she picked up the phone to finally return Celia’s call, but as she 
did so Jason rang. 

“I needed a highlight to my Monday evening, as well as my week in general, 
so I thought I’d give you a call. How was your day?” 

After here recounting his day (shopping, having lunch with his sister, going to 
the gym and tanning salon) Jason thoughtfully went back to asking Emma how 
her day was again. Emma proceeded to tell her (almost) boyfriend about her 
episode at the garage that morning. Jason was sympathetic and duly joined in 
condemning the obstinate mechanic. Flynn was a “Cockney Ape”. He should 
have been sterilised at birth, along with the rest of his pack of chavs, Jason 
sneeringly asserted. Emma considered that he was being a little harsh, but 
laughed along with him anyway. She also considered how Jason was worth a 
hundred William Flynns, both in terms of boyfriend material and also net worth. 
They spoke on the phone for over an hour, to the point where it was too late 



again to call Celia once she hung up. 

Once in bed Emma started reading. She had downloaded Our Mutual Friend, 
by Charles Dickens, onto her kindle. It was her mother’s favourite novel. Emma 
thought how she wanted to write a new chapter into her life. Would Jason be her 
hero? Her Eugene Wrayburn? She thought to herself how the current villain was 
William Flynn. She pictured the ugly look he gave her when she mentioned how 
his garage would have been more productive if his workers did not have so many 
accidents and limp everywhere. She paused also upon reading the following line, 
as if Bella Wilfore had uttered the cry from her own heart. 

“I want to be something so much worthier than the doll in the doll’s house.” 
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Emma tried to call Celia in the morning, but as she suspected her calls went 
through to voicemail. Celia worked as a primary school teacher and it was 
always difficult getting through to her during the day. Jason sent a text to say 
that he had booked a table at The Alcove that evening, a new restaurant in South 
Kensington that she heard had a three month waiting list to dine there. Yet Jason 
had been able to arrange things within a morning. Emma’s faith was restored in 
the maxim that money was the answer to everything. She also called the garage 
in the morning to check up on when her car would be ready. Thankfully William 
Flynn didn’t pick up the phone; one of his minions took the call - speaking 
through a cup of tea, which he slurped, and the crunch of biscuits as he did so. 

Emma treated herself to a burst of online shopping before midday, before 
meeting a friend and fellow model, Scarlett Silver, for a light lunch. There were 
times when even Emma felt inadequate - or plain - when in the company of 
Scarlett. Her hair was blonder than Emma’s, her lips fuller and her figure even 
more toned and elegant. She was a lingerie model who regularly appeared upon 
billboards and the sides of buses; she had probably caused more car crashes, 
from men craning their heads to look at her rather than the road, than arrogant 
cyclists jumping red lights. Scarlett was gorgeous and was the unofficial princess 
- or queen - of Emma’s Kensington sorority. There was a coldness to her beauty 
though, Emma often thought. The sheen of her skin was akin to coloured glass. 
When she smiled it was the same smile she gave to the camera on a shoot. She 
had dated a number of high-profile men, including an Arab prince, an Arsenal 
left back (who Scarlett suspected of being bi-sexual), a politician’s son (who was 
as odious and rapacious as his MP father) and a member of a one-hit-wonder boy 
band (who spent half his time flicking his hair and the other half trying and 
failing to grasp the concept of gross and net income; Scarlett duly dropped him 
when the second single failed to chart). Emma did not kid herself that most of 
the men turning their heads towards their table in the restaurant - either in a 
subtle or overt way - were doing so because of her, as opposed to her friend. 
Scarlett was all too aware of the effect that she had on men and it both amused 
and intoxicated the lingerie model. As well as being stunning, Scarlett was 
intelligent too, although she confided in Emma how she often hid how clever she 
was - as “men don’t like women who are more intelligent than they are”. A 
couple of other mantras that Emma heard over her green salad included “those 
who think that money can’t buy you happiness are just shopping in the wrong 



places” and “men only ever think about one thing - at the very most”. 

Emma caught up on various bits of gossip - and some of Scarlett’s bitchy 
comments were as sharp as her vinaigrette dressing - but she went home from 
lunch feeling somehow dissatisfied. She always felt deferent, or inferior, in 
Scarlett’s company as though she needed to follow her opinions, sense of style 
and who or what she should like. Again she was an actress, playing a part, at 
lunch - a doll, in the giant doll’s house of Chelsea. Emma hoped that she wasn’t 
too much like Scarlett, but feared she was. She wanted to be more like her 
mother; someone who gave rather than took, whose glow didn’t come from 
spending hours in the mirror - and who married a friend as well as a lover. 
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Pippa had always worn her hair up when Emma had seen her out with Jason in 
the past, so she decided to wear it up too, although she did not necessarily prefer 
it styled that way herself. A selection of three dresses hung upon her wardrobe 
door but she decided upon her little black Nicole Farhi number, which “hugged a 
figure worth hugging”, an ex-boyfriend had once remarked. The neckline was 
high, but Jason would find compensation in the hemline being high too on the 
skirt. 

Such was the polished glass and steel decor of The Alcove that Emma squinted 
upon entering. The restaurant and diners dripped with money. It oozed off them, 
often unattractively. Jason sent a brief text to apologise that he was running late. 
He was worth the wait Emma thought to herself, as she worked her way through 
an elaborately designed bottle of mineral water. Jason finally arrived after half 
an hour. It appeared he was late from painstakingly mussing up his hair, a la 
David Beckham. He apologised profusely however, in between complimenting 
Emma on how lovely she looked. 

“I’m not out of breath from rushing over here - I’m out of breath because I’m 
wowed.” 

The comment was music to her ears. 

Emma ordered the lamb in redcurrant jus. Jason chose the wine, conversing 
with the waiter in French. After ordering Jason started from where he left off and 
complimented Emma on how she looked again. 

“That’s not a dress, that’s an Emily Blunt movie. Most men like to undress 
women with their eyes. I like to dress them up too... I should take you out 
shopping.” 

This was more music to her ears. There was a veritable symphony playing in 
her heart. 

After a glass or two of wine Jason opened up a little more, Emma thought. He 
briefly spoke about Pippa and how unhappy he was with her. 

“I’ve grown tired of meaningless affairs... The trouble with the flames of 
passion is that they burn out too quickly, I’ve learned. I want something - 
someone - real and meaningful. Which is not to say that meaningful can’t be fun 
also.” 

Emma shared a few stories about her own past and confessed that it was her - 
rather than her boyfriends - who had had problems with commitment. Just as 
Emma was about to open up more though the waiter approached them with their 



main courses. The conversation somehow turned to Jason talking about some of 
the profitable investments he had made over the past year. 

“Money makes money. I tend to ignore anyone who says that there are no 
opportunities out there. People should get on their bike and get a job. If they do, 
then they may one day be able to get in their Porsche.” 

Emma let out a laugh (tossing her head and smiling flirtatiously) although she 
did not wholly sympathise with Jason’s point and joke. However, the mood soon 
grew serious again as Jason confessed how it had not been easy for him, 
becoming a success. 

“It was hard living up to the high expectations of my parents. They spent 
everything - but their own time - on me in regards to my education. For all of 
the staff we had, no one genuinely cared for me. I sometimes felt like an 
orphan,” Jason confessed, in almost a whisper. 

Emma thought he glowed with attractiveness in the candlelight at the 
beginning of the meal, but now he looked vulnerable - and she found him 
equally attractive as a result of his vulnerability. Despite all of Jason 
Rothschild’s wealth, intelligence and confidence he still needed understanding 
and someone to care for him. 

The food, as well as the company, was rich and delicious. The gold card that 
Jason paid with was as burnished as his complexion, Emma thought to herself - 
cheered by the red wine and how well the evening was going. She declined the 
offer of a dessert but they ended the meal with an Armagnac and coffee, holding 
hands across the table. The restaurant called a taxi for Emma. Jason walked her 
out, holding the door open for her. The first kiss was out of politeness almost - 
but the second, third and fourth were tender, passionate and then Wow! Tick! 

Emma glowed as much as the restaurant’s elegant candles as the taxi took her 
home. Her heart was singing, to the music that was playing in her ears as she re¬ 
lived how he looked at her and what he had said. Out of all the actresses, 
socialites and models that Jason Rothschild could have been with, he had spent 
the evening with her. 

She received a text message from him as she opened the door to her 
apartment. 

“I could get used to you being the highlight of my week. You’ve become a 
victim of your own success. Would love to see you again, xxx” 

Emma smiled to herself and brought the phone to her lips, as if she were about 
to kiss it. Had she finally found her leading man, her prince? He was handsome, 
witty and gentlemanly. He was perfect. 
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Emma floated through most of the following day, her heart and mood 
seemingly wreathed in flowers. Despite the news that there would be a delay 
with her car being fixed and even though she received a particularly large credit 
card bill for the month, Emma still basked in a summery mood. She could not 
stop thinking about him. Her heart skipped a beat, or beat faster, when she 
recalled how they kissed. Just as she was day-dreaming about him once more, 
Jason called. He asked Emma if she was free to accompany him to a dinner with 
his godparents on Friday evening. He also asked if she was free on Thursday 
afternoon as well. He wanted to take her shopping to buy her a new dress to 
wear at the dinner. 

A grim cloud blotted out the blue skies of Emma’s mood in the evening 
however. She finally spoke to Celia over the phone. Her mother had passed 
away. Emma knew Celia’s mother and was fond of her. The friends grew teary 
on the phone and, although it was getting late, Emma still insisted on jumping in 
a taxi and going over to Celia’s flat in Wimbledon to help console her. Emma felt 
guilty that she had not been there for her friend earlier in the week. The news 
also brought back memories of her own mother’s death and Emma remembered 
how Celia had been there for her back then. 

The two women shared a bottle of white wine and some happy memories of 
Celia’s mother. Later in the evening Emma also shared her news regarding 
Jason. Celia wanted to be happy about her friend’s new relationship, but she had 
her reservations (which she prudently kept to herself). Celia had encountered 
Jason at a couple of parties which Emma had invited her to. She found him to be 
arrogant and over-privileged - ticking boxes of cliches in regards to London’s 
young, moneyed class. He had been made, or rather manufactured, in Chelsea. 
The gene pool was as shallow as his character. Perhaps Emma would be good for 
him though and temper his egotism and snobbery, Celia thought to herself (in 
hope more than expectation). 

Thursday soon came along and her afternoon shopping trip in Bond St with 
Jason Rothschild was glorious. He was glorious - generous and funny. Emma 
couldn’t help but have a glow about her. Jason wore a white Valentino summer 
suit (Celia joked later that evening on the phone that he wore the suit as it 
matched his bleached teeth). He called them “the beautiful people” whilst they 
were out, with less irony than perhaps was healthy. Jason insisted that Emma 
should not worry about the cost when she protested about how much money he 



was spending on her (albeit the lady didn’t protest too much). “During the time 
that you have gone into the changing room to try the dress on I’ll have earned 
the money from the interest on my accounts. It’s fine. I just want you to be 
happy.” Out of gratitude Emma went with one of the outfits that, although she 
was not keen on, he preferred. 

“It might be difficult to iron,” she argued, screwing her face up a little in 
doubt as the outfit wasn’t entirely to her liking. 

“Why, are you looking forward to me helping you crease it?” he said with a 
wolfish smirk on his face. She beamed and blushed at the comment. He then 
insisted that he buy the dress for her. The outfit was more The Only Way Is Essex 
than Downton Abbey, but she relented. She wanted him to be happy. 

The attractive, flirtatious shop assistant simpered and laughed as Jason 
engaged her in conversation whilst paying for the dresses. It was unlike Emma - 
and she knew not if it was a good or bad thing - but she felt twinges of jealousy 
and possessiveness at the sight of them together. She watched the woman, subtly 
eye her man up appreciatively. Emma immediately went over and clung to 
Jason’s arm. She then thanked her “darling” and kissed him, sweetly and then 
more passionately, upon the lips - smiling at the sales assistant less than 
appreciatively after she did so. Emma wished to make a statement, to herself and 
to the world, that Jason Rothschild was her boyfriend. 

Her glorious day was topped off by her new iPhone (the one Scarlett had just 
changed over to as well) being delivered. She also she received a voicemail that 
her car had finally been fixed. 
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Somewhat annoyingly, for Emma, the mechanics were polite and professional 
towards her when she picked up her Audi. They had even cleaned and waxed the 
car as part of the service. She had half hoped that something would still be 
wrong with it, just so that she could sue them - him. William Flynn was 
thankfully absent, though she was half hoping that he would be there - just so 
that the barbed comments she had prepared for him would not go to waste. Yet 
Emma’s disappointment was offset by the fact that she would never have to deal 
with the disobliging mechanic and his establishment south of the river again. 

As much as Emma had enjoyed the sound of her Audi once again zipping 
along Chelsea Embankment she was even more enamoured with the sound of 
Jason’s Porsche, as they drove to dinner that evening. The tyres crunched upon 
the gravel driveway as they pulled up to the large house in St John’s Wood. 

Emma had attended numerous similar dinners before in ten million pound plus 
houses - and in grander company than who she was visiting - but this somehow 
felt different. She felt nervous, like an actress on opening night. Or like she was 
on an audition. She duly read the newspapers that afternoon, as if cramming for 
an exam, in case the conversation at dinner turned to current affairs. She didn’t 
want to let Jason or herself down. 

Their hosts were Sir Richard Shilling and his wife Penelope. As well as being 
his trust fund manager Richard was also Jason’s godfather. It would be just the 
four of them for dinner. Emma did not (could not) take to her host - but the 
actress in her deftly clicked in to gear and she smiled and nodded her head 
accordingly. Sir Richard was overweight and overbearing, bluffly believing in 
his own self-importance. Emma lost count the amount of times he talked down 
to his staff, or wife. Whether through excessive caffeine or nicotine his teeth 
were as yellow as old, stained piano keys. Half his conversation consisted of 
hums and grunts. Surprisingly Emma found out that Richard was a Labour peer, 
having purchased the position through his donations to the party during their 
time in power. 

As for his long-suffering, long-faced wife Emma felt occasional bouts of 
sympathy for her - but then she would open her mouth and drivel or disdain 
would pour out of it. Penelope Shilling had a bird-like figure, a beak of a nose 
and a hawkish glare. Whether it was down to surgery or not her skin was 
stretched across her face - to the point where a pained smile forever shaped her 
expression. Emma could not help but notice how the society wife name-dropped, 



as if it were a Victorian parlour game. 

“Do you not know the Bransons or Campbells my dear?” the hostess 
remarked, pursing her lips in disappointment and then arching an eyebrow as she 
looked over at her husband and godson. When Penelope was not being 
underwhelmed by Emma’s social set and lineage she often nervously fingered 
the stem of her wine glass, or drunk from it. 

For the most part however her husband dominated the table over dinner, his 
glass of wine barely visible in his chubby paw. 

“...I miss the Labour years, partly because it costs so much more to lobby and 
purchase influence with this current lot. Give me a man who goes into politics to 
make a bit on the side - and have a bit on the side - any day... God, the money 
we made on gold that day in the markets when old Gordon Brown, or “Midas 
Touch” as we nicknamed him, sold off the reserves for a pittance... Let them 
open up our borders is what I say. The more cheap labour we have the better, just 
as long as they stay in the various ghettos that the local councils have created for 
them - and us...” 

Unfortunately Emma was neither surprised nor shocked by most of the things 
that her host came out with. She was used to men who had more opinions than 
sense, regardless of their politics. Emma was however taken back by Jason’s 
behaviour. Rather than bridle and disagree with his godfather (on things she 
knew he was opposed to) he would hum and grunt in sympathy. She did not 
know whether to be worried - or impressed - by her new boyfriend’s acting 
skills. 

Emma hoped that an evening breeze would help cool her down when she left 
the house, but the night air was muggy and a storm was upon the horizon. She 
breathed out in a sigh of relief as soon as she stepped out onto the drive and her 
host closed the front door. The food, she would have to concede, had been 
excellent but having to constantly bite her tongue had spoiled the meal 
somewhat. As Jason kindly opened the car door for Emma she smiled at him, to 
convey how much she had enjoyed the evening. He smiled in return, to convey 
how happy he was to see her happy. 

He smiled too as Emma got into the car, either impressed by her poise and 
elegance in doing so - or because he caught a glimpse of her sun kissed thigh 
through the slit in her blue silk dress. Either way, Emma was pleased. He spoke, 
in a part patronising and part complimentary way, about how well she had 
handled herself at dinner. Emma was silent for the most part, but then remarked 
how differently Jason had behaved in the company of his godfather. 

“I only remember one Latin quote from my days at school, but it’s an apt one 
and has served me well babe. Mundus vult decipi, ergo decipiatur. The world 



wants to be deceived, so let it,” Jason remarked, flashing a smile and gunning his 
car down an empty Kensington street, no doubt waking half the neighbourhood 
up. 

He kindly opened the car door for her outside the apartment block. She caught 
the scent of his aftershave, was captivated by his bright blue eyes and chiselled 
features - and they kissed passionately. Emma sighed again, but this time in 
pleasure. She was tempted at one point to invite him up to her apartment, but it 
didn’t wholly feel right. She wanted that particular chapter in their relationship 
to be special. Emma also felt tired; the evening’s performance had drained her. 
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Unfortunately Jason had to attend a gala party - for the launch of a new 
perfume - on Saturday evening so he could not join Emma for dinner at her 
father’s house. Fortunately however Celia was free to come, so Emma had her as 
a wingman and someone to talk to. Celia met her Emma beforehand. She often 
lacked the confidence of her model friend, but her heart-shaped face housed 
pretty green eyes, a cute snub-nose and a sweet smile. Emma briefed Celia on 
the evening - and who also would be attending. 

Being one of only two women in a room full of red-blooded soldiers meant 
she would not be short of attention. But Emma warned that they would talk as 
much at her, rather than to her - and the topic of conversation would more often 
than not be about themselves too. They would subtly, or otherwise, guide the 
conversation towards their war stories from Afghanistan - dropping in the odd 
well crafted phrase to highlight their humility and humanity. Some would also 
drop hints about the extent of their family’s wealth or influence. They would 
drink heavily, with only half of them being able to hold their drink. The other 
half would be unable to hold a conversation too, should Celia talk about 
anything other than the regiment, cars, rugby and money. 

Emma had suffered many a similar encounter before. The glow from being the 
centre of attention at such gatherings had waned. Their compliments and humour 
could still sometimes bring a smile to her face, but she was also conscious and 
uncomfortable at the way they sometimes looked and spoke to her - as if she 
were a prize to be won. Emma would also catch them out of the corner of her 
eye, leering and sniggering in pairs or packs. She was more upset by them 
disrespecting her father however, than disrespecting her. 

It was not just due to the fact that Celia had a boyfriend (as much as she had 
mentioned that the relationship was on shaky ground) that Emma believed her 
friend would be capable of fending off any ill judged advances at the party. That 
said, she had still asked her father to seat Celia next to him at the dinner table. 

A half a dozen officers (and a few gentlemen) were already drinking and 
congregating in the drawing room when Emma and Celia arrived at the house. 
Robert Hastings had hired caterers for the evening and more than one of the 
guests were wide-eyed when taking in the trays of canapes - and the lissom 
figures carrying the trays. 

Major James Harrow was equally wide-eyed as he took in the figure of Emma 
and approached her. “I used to kill rag-heads in Helmand, but now I make a 



killing on the trading floors,” was how the officer often introduced himself. He 
was immaculately dressed, still in great shape and was as square-jawed as he 
was handsome. Emma had fancied him, to the point of swooning, when she was 
a teenager. But the more she had got to know him over the years, the more she 
thought how little she wanted to get to know him now. 

“Evening Emma. You look as gorgeous as ever,” the former officer remarked, 
smiling at Emma with a glint in his eye. Such looks used to melt her heart. Now 
they just left her cold. 

“Thank you. And how’s Jane?” Emma replied, referring to Harrow’s perfectly 
nice - but perfectly dull - wife. 

“Absent tonight.” Again he smiled, suggestively. 

Thankfully Celia soon rescued her, after Emma gave her a signal to do so 
(coughing). The two women retreated to a corner and Emma filled her friend in 
on some of the guests who had arrived. 

Thomas Finn. Cousin to Emma (a first cousin so at least he would not hit on 
her). He had recently left the army and spent most of his time nowadays fighting 
with his wife. He was good looking - and he knew it. Unfortunately he was 
unaware of how self-centred he could be. 

George Connelly (“Gentleman George”). George towered over everyone else 
at the party. Emma liked George but conveyed how she felt sorry for him, due to 
his wife. Eleanor Connelly despised every woman who was more attractive and 
intelligent than her. Unfortunately that meant hating most women, Emma 
pointedly remarked - both in jest and in earnest. 

Peter Scott (“Captain Scott”). Peter was successful through being self-made. 
He was decent, faithful to his wife and unassumingly content. For one or more of 
those reasons he was distrusted and disliked by a number of the other officers 
around the table. 

Tarquin Carter. Tarquin was a distant cousin of Emma’s, who would hit on her 
when drunk if given the chance. He had a drink problem, but it was almost the 
least of his problems. Emma mentioned to Celia how the newly qualified lawyer 
would spend most of the evening running his hand through his long blonde hair 
and talking about which stocks to invest in and how to avoid paying tax. Emma 
warned Celia that his plumy accent was for real - and to try not to laugh when 
he talked to her. 

Julian Guy. Emma mentioned how Julian was terribly sweet and terribly posh. 
He joined the army in order to please his father. When his “Papa” passed away 
however he resigned his commission. Emma told Celia how she suspected that 
Julian was gay (and not just because he had never made a play for her). After 
leaving the army he became a Tory politician. 



They had all attended the best schools (aside from Peter Scott), though that 
did not necessarily mean that they all had received the best education, Emma 
posited. 

The only guest who she could not comment upon to her friend was that of the 
man talking to her father. He had short black hair and wasn’t wearing the most 
expensive of suits, she judged. Unfortunately he had his back to Emma so she 
could not see his features. She smiled as her father laughed from something the 
stranger said (since her mother’s death, it was as rare as it was joyful to hear her 
father’s baritone laughter). Whilst Celia went to the bathroom Emma decided 
that she would get a better look at her father’s friend and introduce herself. 

“Emma, darling, please let me introduce you to my good friend William, or 
“Shakespeare” as we nicknamed him many moons ago,” Robert Hastings said, 
whilst drinking with one hand and clasping his friend fraternally on the shoulder 
with the other. 

As “Shakespeare” turned around however Emma’s heart sank - and the blood 
mshed up to her cheeks in either embarrassment or anger - as she realised that 
the stranger was not quite a stranger after all. The young woman’s heart started 
to beat faster, but not because she was about to swoon. 

“We’ve already met,” William Flynn remarked, with a wry yet warm smile 
upon his grime-free face. 

Despite all the barbs she had prepared the other day to put the mechanic in his 
place Emma was rendered temporarily speechless, seeing the “oik” dressed in a 
suit, clean shaven, smiling, in her family home. Perhaps she would swoon after 
all - from shock! 

“Ah, that’s right. I encouraged Emma to take her car into the garage. Leaving 
aside his fears about coming this evening, Shakes is one of the bravest men I 
have ever met. He served under me in Afghanistan.” 

“I’m not sure about bravest. Luckiest or stupidest might be more accurate,” 
the mechanic amiably replied, appearing a little uncomfortable at his former 
commanding officer’s comment. 

“You’re too modest Will.” 

“I’ve seen his garage. He has a lot to be modest about.” Finally Emma had 
regained her composure and sharp (or blunt) tongue. She briefly, sourly, smiled 
at the mechanic. Out of the corner of her eye however she witnessed her father’s 
reaction to her put-down. He wasn’t smiling, at all. He looked sternly at his rude 
daughter, furrowing his brow in both confusion and disappointment. Before he 
could say something however Robert Hastings was distracted by the caterer, who 
led him away towards the kitchen. 

“You may have somehow earned my father’s respect, but from the way you 



treated me the other day you’ve far from earned mine. I’m still unsure as to why 
you’re here. Look around you, you don’t belong. You’re not like any of the other 
officers here.” 

“You may not be able to forgive yourself, but you’ve just given me a 
compliment Miss Hastings.” Again William smiled, warmly and wryly. There 
was humour rather than malice in his voice. He was infuriatingly calm, polite, 
amused, Emma thought to herself. But the calmer he appeared, the more 
desperate she became to insult the mechanic. Put him in his place. 

“Hopefully you won’t stay late. I understand that the animals in the zoo need 
to be locked back up in their cages by ten. Given your charms though it’s 
unlikely that you have a wife to go home to.” 

Finally Emma got what she wished for and the smile fell from William’s face. 
For a moment his rugged countenance looked to be twisting itself into anger, but 
then his features dropped and he hung his head in sadness. Without another word 
said the mechanic merely turned and walked away. Emma initially felt a sense of 
triumph, but then she soon felt a little awkward and guilty - such had been the 
mechanic’s pained expression. The soldier even looked like he was about to cry. 

Thankfully Emma wasn’t placed next to William at dinner, although she was 
still close enough to hear how much Celia and her father were enjoying his 
company. Indeed, in regards to her father, she had never seen him be so informal 
with someone from the regiment. He was a friend rather than former soldier. The 
Brigadier asked for his view and laughed at his comments. Similar to her father 
the mechanic easily worked his way through a bottle of wine before he had even 
finished his first course, yet he didn’t seem to be affected by it. 

Robert Hastings tried to include his daughter in the discussion at his end of the 
table one or two times but she merely smiled in a forced way and turned her 
head when the mechanic addressed her, being cursorily polite at best. Emma also 
smiled and engaged with the guests near her in a half-hearted fashion. The 
cutlery sparkled more than their conversation. She often thought of Jason and 
wished herself at the launch party. He was everything William Flynn wasn’t, she 
told herself. Jason was successful, refined, popular, sartorial and attractive. 
Women wanted to be with him (which was another reason why she wanted to be 
on his arm at the party) and men wanted to be him, she told herself. 

The wine and whiskies naturally increased the boisterousness of the guests - 
and when Robert Hastings left to go to the toilet upstairs the suggestive 
comments towards the waitresses increased too. James Harrow even proceeded 
to slap one of the serving girl’s behinds. The reaction of the girl was to 
falteringly smile, blush and walk out the room briskly. The reaction of most of 
the guests was to clap and cheer. 



“I know the type, no means maybe,” the officer announced - and cackled. 

As well as engaging his father in conversation Emma couldn’t help but notice 
how Celia was talking to the mechanic in an engaging and intimate fashion as 
well. She had been poised to at any point to hear her friend cough and then 
rescue her. After the first course - of salmon with capers - Emma ventured 
upstairs to go to the toilet and also check her phone. She was a little disappointed 
to see only a short, solitary text message from Jason. “Wish you were here babe 
xxxx.” She messaged him back, asking if he was free to talk, and waited five 
minutes for a reply. But to no avail. Before returning to the dining room Emma 
decided to catch some air. She heard voices in the conservatory and stopped. 

“How much will it take for you to serve yourself up on a plate for me?” 

Emma rolled her eyes upon hearing James Harrow. Her concern grew 
however upon witnessing how uncomfortable the serving girl looked. 

“Please, I have to get back to work.” The girl could have been no older than 
nineteen. 

“You’re already working now. Looking after me.” 

There was a forcefulness, rather than playfulness, to his tone. His eyes were 
glazed over from drinking. He grabbed the girl’s shoulder and leaned into her. 
The girl turned her face away. Emma was just about to rush and get her father 
when she heard another voice. 

“I thought you would have gotten used to “maybe” meaning “no” by now.” 

“Fuck off Flynn. Go back to dinner. Have another drink. We’re fine here.” 

“I’m always happy to have another drink. Would you like to pour it though?” 
the mechanic asked the girl. Emma saw her nod. 

“She’s happy looking after me.” Harrow clasped her forearm, holding her 
back. 

“You’ve got two choices. You can either let the girl leave, or I can break one 
of your fingers. That way, you’ll have the perfect excuse to be able to leave 
yourself. I think it’d be best if we all just went back to the dining room though.” 

“Fuck off. Now that’s an order.” 

“Neither of us takes orders from you.” 

Harrow grunted and sneered and walked towards the mechanic. The well built 
officer swung a punch but Flynn grabbed the fist in mid air, and pulled Harrow’s 
arm behind his back. Emma then winced as she heard the sound of the finger 
break. The mechanic put his hand across Harrow’s mouth, in order to muffle the 
scream. 

“You fucking bastard. You fuck!” the drunken stock broker exclaimed, or 
rather sobbed, once William had let him go. 

“Now you’ve got two choices. You can either mind your language and 



manners in front of the lady, or I can break another one of your fingers.” 

Harrow left shortly afterwards, explaining to his host that he had accidentally 
trapped his finger in the toilet door. William encouraged the girl to take some air. 
He was gentle with her, yet also made her laugh as he led her outside. William 
then arranged for Celia to keep her company. Emma covertly took things in, 
partly in disbelief. 

By the end of the dessert course most of the guests were more than a little 
worse for wear. Some were sleeping things off in the drawing room, some had 
left to go home. Their host, Emma, Celia, William, Julian Guy and George 
Connelly were still going strong around the dinner table however. Robert 
decanted some port. 

“Now this is a party Shakespeare, so I can’t very well let you leave without 
you performing your party trick,” the host exclaimed. 

It was the mechanic’s turn to now roll his eyes, but he smiled obligingly too, 
knowing that his friend would not take no for an answer. 

“Why do you call him Shakespeare? Because his name is William?” Celia 
asked, glowing from the wine. 

“No, it’s because of what you’re about to see, or rather hear,” Robert said, 
with a twinkle in his eye that didn’t just come from the wine. 

Robert got up and went over to one of the bookcases which lined the walls. He 
groaned slightly as he grabbed a copy of the Complete Works of Shakespeare and 
placed it in front of Celia. 

“Now Celia, I want you to pick out the first line from a famous speech - and 
Shakes here will do the rest so to speak.” 

Celia thought for a minute and proceeded to find one of her favourite passages 
from The Merchant of Venice, which she had studied at college. 

“Are you ready?” Celia worriedly asked. William nodded and smiled 
reassuringly. 

“I’m ready. Whether I’ll be able to or not is a different matter.” 

“The quality of mercy is not strain’d.” 

A short pause ensued, before William stood up and spoke. 

“It droppeth as the gentle rain from heaven 

Upon the place beneath. It is twice blest: 

It blesseth him that gives and him that takes. 

'T is mightiest in the mightiest: it becomes 

The throned monarch better than his crown; 

His sceptre shows the force of temporal power, 

The attribute to awe and majesty, 

Wherein doth sit the dread and fear of kings; 



But mercy is above this sceptred sway, 

It is enthroned in the hearts of kings, 

It is an attribute to God himself; 

And earthly power doth then show likest God's, 

When mercy seasons justice. Therefore, Jew, 

Though justice be thy plea, consider this, 

That in the course of justice none of us 
Should see salvation: we do pray for mercy; 

And that same prayer doth teach us all to render 
The deeds of mercy.” 

The table went silent, awe-struck. Celia unthinkingly gazed at William, 
enamoured - as did Julian Guy. The table was not just duly impressed by 
William’s powers of recall (after several glasses, or bottles, of wine to boot). 
More so they had been moved by the manner in which he had delivered the 
speech, full of feeling and conviction. William didn’t rush the passage. He 
became a different person, but yet someone that was equally real. Whilst 
delivering the speech Flynn had turned to each person around the table, making 
them feel as if he was talking to them alone. When it came to Emma, William 
had looked her in the eye and said, “Though justice be thy plea, consider this, 
that in the course of justice none of us should see salvation.” Emma had wanted 
to look away, but couldn’t. 

Soon afterwards the party ended. Robert insisted that his daughter and Celia 
stay the night. He also offered a spare room to William, but the mechanic 
mentioned that he had work in the morning. Emma watched as Celia warmly 
said goodbye to her new friend. They embraced and she kissed him on the cheek, 
twice. William also handed her some money and asked Celia to pass it on to the 
serving girl, so that she could get a taxi home. 

“You know that, more than your money, she asked me if I could get your 
number for her. She’s smitten.” 

“She must have been on the port too. If you tell her I’m seeing someone.” 
“And are you seeing someone?” 

“No. But I wouldn’t want her to feel bad. It’s been great meeting you tonight 
Celia. You were right to admire your mum. She’d be right in admiring her 
daughter in return though.” 

Celia hugged William again. Emma rolled her eyes. 
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Moonbeams shone through the window. The scent in her old bedroom 
reminded Emma of her mother. She breathed it in, with a mixture of fondness 
and grief. She sent another text to Jason, but he didn’t reply. She had already 
sent a half a dozen previous texts and left a couple of voice messages. Her 
anxiety over why he wasn’t replying added to her restlessness. She tried to read a 
book - she downloaded The Merchant of Venice and took in another chapter of 
Dickens - but she couldn’t concentrate. Emma kept thinking about him, as well 
as occasionally Jason. She could not get his image out of her mind’s eye - how 
sorrowful he had seemed when he had walked away from her in the drawing 
room. And then how amiable and engaging he was over dinner, making his 
father and Celia laugh. And then how noble he had been, in standing up to James 
Harrow. And then how considerately he had behaved towards the waitress. And 
finally how he had sweetly gazed at her whilst reciting the lines from 
Shakespeare. He was a puzzle which she wanted to start putting together. 

Before finally calling it a night Emma had had a coffee with Celia in the 
kitchen. She asked about the mechanic and her worse fears came true. 

“He was lovely, adorable. I’m not sure how we got onto it but I found myself 
talking about Mum with him. He was really kind, sympathetic. And funny. He 
said that Mum was in a better place - an even better place than Chiswick. You 
were right about most of the soldiers tonight Em, but William was different. 
Your father sees it too.” Celia smiled to herself, as if still bathing in the glow of 
the mechanic’s company, as she spoke. 

For most of the evening Emma told herself that the William Flynn of tonight 
was just an act. She had experienced the real William Flynn at the garage - an 
arrogant, sarcastic grease monkey. She tried to convince her friend of this, as 
well as herself, as she recounted their first meeting to Celia. She painted the 
mechanic in an unpleasant light and also gave the impression that she was 
blameless during their exchanges. She also found herself dropping in some of 
Jason’s jokes and prejudices in relation to the working class soldier. Emma sat 
slightly open-mouthed however as her best friend took his side! 

“Perhaps you just caught him when he was in a bad mood, on a bad day.” 

It was here that Emma realised that she was the one who had been having the 
bad day - and had been in a bad mood - when she met the mechanic. Celia had 
also said that rather than being working class, he was in a class of his own. He 
was highly educated, but had not forgotten his roots. 



Emma opened the window and let the cool night air blow over her flushed 
skin. She googled “William Flynn” and found an article mentioning his name in 
a citation for bravery. The piece mentioned how the infantryman, from 
Bermondsey, had shown courage under fire to save the life of his commanding 
officer, Brigadier Robert Hastings. 
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Celia left quite early in the morning, explaining that she had some marking to 
catch up on. Emma hugged her friend for that little bit longer. Perhaps she 
wished to provide further consolation for her mum having passed away. Perhaps 
Emma just felt more lonely than usual, after her sleepless night. As Celia left in 
the taxi Emma received a text from Jason to apologise for not replying to her 
messages, but his battery had died on his phone. 

Although her father had arranged for a cleaner to come in and put things back 
in order after the party Emma insisted upon helping her. She wanted to keep 
busy, take her mind off things. 

It was a bright summer’s day and Emma sat down with an iced tea and her 
kindle in the garden. Robert Hastings woke just after midday. His daughter 
offered to get up and make him breakfast but her father gruffly replied that he 
could make it himself - and somewhat sternly remarked that he wanted her to 
wait in the garden, as he wished to have a word with her. 

Robert squinted from the glare of the afternoon sun as he came out into the 
garden. His eyes were puffy and the retired officer smiled not as he sat down and 
took in his daughter. 

“Would you like to explain your behaviour last night?” 

“What do you mean?” There was a show of innocence in her voice, but 
ultimately Emma wasn’t ignorant as to what - or who - her father was referring 
to. 

“Your behaviour towards my former driver, Will. You seemed to be actively 
mde towards him throughout the party. I’d like to know why.” 

Emma proceeded to describe her first encounter with the mechanic at the 
garage. Unlike her account during the night before, to Celia, she tempered some 
of her prejudices and embellishments. Emma even concluded by saying that it 
was perhaps as much her fault as his that they had got off on the wrong foot. 

Robert Hastings paused before replying. 

“I’ve known William Flynn for many a year now. There may be sad bones in 
his body, but there are not mean or malicious ones. Your friends and set probably 
demand that you behave in a snobbish and superior manner to the likes of people 
who are not as well off as you, but I don’t want you acting that way under this 
roof. You behaved appallingly last night. You’re so much better than this Emma, 
if only you would give yourself a chance. I hope you that you were not rude 
towards the staff at the garage as well.” 



Emma’s downcast, guilty expression answered for her. She could not look her 
father in the eye - and consequently see the anger and disappointment in his 
face. 

“I know a number of Will’s staff personally. He runs a programme providing 
apprenticeships and jobs to amputees. The men working at that garage are worth 
a hundred of those over-privileged peacocks that attend your cocktail parties and 
fashion shows. You should be ashamed of yourself. I’m ashamed of you. Your 
mother would be ashamed too. Badly done Emma, badly done indeed.” The 
sparrows upon the garden lawn flew off into the air at the harshness of Robert 
Hastings’ tone. 

“I’m sorry.” There were tears in her eyes and her voice began to break from 
genuine remorse. 

“I’m not the one who you need to be apologising to. Should you be free 
tomorrow or during the rest of the week I want you drive back down to the 
garage and say sorry to anyone who you need to say sorry to.” 

Emma didn’t argue, partly because - for reasons she could not quite 
understand - she wanted to see the mechanic again. 

Emma met Jason for dinner in the evening. He asked her to wear one of the 
dresses he bought her and he took her to The Ivy. She had of course been there 
before, but never on a date. The couple shone as brightly as the decor and turned 
heads. Emma was dressed in a summery white polka dot dress from Karen 
Millen and envy-inducing Christian Louboutin black leather ankle boots. Jason 
wore a metallic silver-grey Armani suit with a purple silk shirt from a Japanese 
designer that Emma could neither pronounce nor afford. The club was populated 
by all manner of minor celebrities, all complaining about press intrusion yet 
hoping the paparazzi would be outside when they left. Such was the number of 
has-beens or no-hopers in one corner that Emma fancied it might be a wrap party 
for the latest series of Big Brother. 

During dinner Emma grew bored as she could not help but notice how Jason 
talked incessantly - about himself. She immediately thought how unfair she 
might be being though, realising how quiet and distant she had been during the 
evening. Her father’s words were still casting a long shadow over her - and she 
also kept thinking about him. She knew she needed to apologise to the mechanic, 
but what would she say? And how would he react? Conscious of how distracted 
she might be appearing, Emma came out of her shell and engaged with her date 
more. She duly feigned interest at his name dropping in regards to the perfume 
launch the previous evening - and nodded and smiled when he spoke about how 
much money he had made from selling his last apartment. He compared himself 



to the Candy brothers. Emma rolled her eyes. 

Jason genuinely grabbed his date’s attention when he asked her if she would 
like to go away for a few days though. 

“Where were you thinking?” 

“Lady’s prerogative, babe. You choose. Paris, Rome, Venice. Just so long as 
the locale has a five star hotel. I want it to be special.” 

He smiled, charmingly and affectionately and Emma was reminded just how 
sweet, handsome and special Jason Rothschild could be. A catch. 

“When were you thinking?” 

“As soon as possible. I’d take you yesterday if I could. You’re more delicious 
than this sorbet Em.” 

Emma was keen to go away (perhaps to Copenhagen, as she had yet to ever 
visit there) but explained how she had to remain in London for the next week or 
so, to help her friend Celia with the funeral arrangements for her mother. Jason 
argued that her friend would want her to enjoy herself. He said, with gorgeous 
puppy dog eyes, that he needed her too and could use a break. Still Emma said 
that they would have to wait a fortnight. Jason grew sullen, a spoiled child 
unused to not getting his own way. 

After dinner Jason dropped his date off in the cab and tried to get his own way 
again. He suggested they have one last coffee. But Emma explained how she had 
to get up early in the morning. 

“What do you have to get up early for?” Jason asked, kissing her neck, his 
arm coiled around her lithe waist. 

“I’m meeting a friend,” Emma answered, hoping that by the end of her 
encounter with the mechanic they could call each other such. 
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The sun shone even brighter and the clouds melted to reveal a pristine blue 
sky as Emma crossed over the bridge and headed towards the garage in 
Bermondsey. She wore a navy-blue layered mesh lace pencil skirt from Burberry 
and a white ruffled sleeveless blouse from Brooks Brothers. Emma was 
conscious of not wanting to tower over the mechanic when talking to him so she 
choose to wear a pair of low-heeled shoes she had picked up from an 
independent store when last in New York. It was not just the lemony sunshine 
which gifted a glow to her complexion and put her in a summery mood. 

Emma greeted the staff at the garage politely - and her smile and the cut of 
her pencil skirt made Sam’s day. She asked if she could see William, but was 
told that he was on a break. Sam mentioned that he was probably only around 
the corner however, in the park. He insisted that it would be fine to disturb his 
boss, thinking how much he would have enjoyed being disturbed by the fashion 
model. “Her legs go up to heaven and I’d love to see what she’s got under the 
bonnet,” he commented, after whistling to himself, once the click of Emma’s 
heels had faded away. 

From the weather-beaten, lopsided gravestones lining the edge of the green it 
appeared that the park was once a churchyard. Children laughing and the chimes 
of an ice cream van sounded in the background. The smell of freshly cut grass 
also filled the air. William Flynn was sitting upon a bench, seemingly caught up 
in his own world. He looked pensive - his face was slightly creased due to 
squinting in the citrus sunlight. He wore a nondescript pair of jeans and a grey 
polo shirt. His face and arms were tanned (the old fashioned way, from the sun). 
Looking at him through new eyes she realised that he was not unhandsome. 
There was a strength and intelligence in his features. Emma took a breath, 
brushed a few strands of hair out of her eyes and walked towards the mechanic. 
Although she was nervous - butterflies were fluttering in either her stomach or 
heart - there was no question of her not going through with the scene (which she 
had spent the evening and morning playing out in her head). 

“Hello,” Emma brightly remarked, as she stopped by the bench, her shadow 
looming large in front of him. 

William widened his eyes in shock. For a moment, for once, he was lost for 
words. He was startled, or perhaps even entranced. Emma couldn’t help but raise 
the corner of her mouth in a slight smile. She had never seen the mechanic look 
surprised before; he looked cute. Thankfully, for Emma, surprise didn’t turn into 



disappointment. 

“Hi. Is everything okay with the car?” William said, still mildly bewildered by 
the glamorous woman’s presence. 

“Yes. The car was fixed up fine, thank you. I’m here to fix something else. I’d 
like to apologise for my behaviour the other evening - and for my behaviour 
when I first turned up at the garage. You didn’t see me at my best.” 

It was William’s turn to see Emma in a new light. Even Stevie Wonder could 
see that the model was attractive, but he now saw a softness and kindness in her 
fine features. A beauty. 

“Please, sit down,” the still somewhat gob-smacked mechanic replied whilst 
sweetly brushing flecks of dirt from the space next to him on the wooden bench. 
“I dare say I was probably at fault too when we first met. I’m better at dealing 
with machines than people.” 

“My friend Celia might disagree with you. She mentioned how much she 
enjoyed your company at dinner.” 

“I think that was due to a lack of competition,” William wryly replied. 

A gust of laughter burst out from Emma, like perfume sprouting out from a 
bouquet of flowers. 

“At least Celia only had to deal with them making advances on her for a 
solitary night. Unfortunately Daddy’s officers have been coming on to me for the 
past ten years.” 

“Aye, thankfully I have never had to deal with them making a play for me. 
Well, Julian might have.” 

Again Emma bloomed with laughter. As elegantly as she dressed and despite 
her normal poise Emma lost herself a little when she laughed. Or perhaps, in 
sharing a laugh and a sense of humour, she found herself. 

“Well if I promise that you do not have to invite Julian along as your date 
would you like to come to dinner at the house one evening soon? Daddy would 
love to see you again. I’d like to fix you a meal in return for you fixing my car.” 

“Sam will be jealous.” 

“You might not think that after sampling my cooking.” 

It was William’s turn to laugh and smile in a strange way at Emma. She was 
starting to match the portrait that her father had painted of her. There followed a 
slight pause, but one devoid of awkwardness. 

“What are you reading?” Emma asked, after noticing the paperback book 
upon the bench next to William. 

“The Plague by Albert Camus. It’s about fighting for lost causes against 
overwhelming odds. Even if it’s a losing battle you still have to fight on if the 
cause is right.” 



“It sounds like it’s about my attempts at cooking.” 

William again smiled at her, appreciating Emma for her sense of humour and 
intelligence. He looked at her in a way that was different to how other men 
looked her, she thought - but it was welcome and nice. 

“Are you reading anything at the moment?” 

“I’m re-reading Our Mutual Friend. Have you read it?” Emma, who finding 
herself wanting to impress the mechanic, didn’t mention the books by Jane 
Green and Jilly Cooper she had also finished recently. 

Again William smiled at Emma and cocked his head slightly, seeing her anew 
- finding her interesting, fun, lovely. Finally he spoke: 

“I want to be something so much worthier than the doll in the doll’s house.” 

Emma was unable to speak - perhaps because her heart was in her mouth. 
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Emma spent a further hour or so in the park with William. He sweetly insisted 
upon buying her an ice cream. 

“I haven’t had an ice cream from an ice cream van since I was a little girl,” 
Emma said whilst eating away, delight upon her face and in her voice. 

“You certainly look out of practise,” William replied, as he wiped away a spot 
of vanilla ice cream off Emma’s chin. The delight still remained - or even 
increased - upon her expression however. 

Emma had hoped that William would reveal how he had saved her father’s life 
when she brought up his time in Afghanistan. But William remained guarded 
about his own experiences. He opened up a bit more when Emma asked if he 
thought that it had ever been a winnable war. 

“The only time perhaps when there was an opportunity to win the war was 
when the government denied that we were at war. In terms of clear winners the 
aid industry, NGOs, the arms trade and any politician linked to the 
aforementioned may have done quite well out of the conflict... Unfortunately the 
Afghan people have lost the most,” the former soldier expressed with genuine 
sympathy. He then listened with interest to Emma as she gave her views on the 
subject, having taken an interest in the conflict due to her father being posted 
there. 

William was soon asking Emma about her own career though. 

“Well my commanding officers so to speak can be sexist, misogynist and 
shallow - and that’s just the women in charge at the top of the industry... 
Modelling is not all glamour. Things pay well, but at what cost?” 

“What job would you like to do - if you were no longer a model?” 

If someone had asked this question before of Emma, she could not remember 
the answer. 

“I think I would like to be a school teacher, like Celia and my mother - even 
more than I would like to be a model.” When the words came out of her mouth 
the confession was just as much of a revelation to Emma as it was to the 
mechanic. 

Emma asked William which school and university he had attended, believing 
he had gained a scholarship to a good private school. He replied by saying that 
the army had granted him a trade, and he had educated himself. He might have 
gone to school more if she had been his teacher, he said. 

“You may not have turned up if I had worked in your canteen though... But 



thank you for agreeing to come to dinner. Daddy will be pleased you can make 
it. I’m pleased too.” 

“You had me at hello Emma.” 

He was so charming, in a genuine rather than refined way, she thought. He 
was sad and sometimes insular, but he was also kind and funny. She could have 
chatted to him all afternoon, about both serious and frivolous things. William 
Flynn ticked boxes she didn’t know existed. He made Emma feel things she 
hadn’t felt before. She didn’t have to play a dumb blonde with him, or parrot 
Kensington cliches. Emma drove back across the river pleased from having 
made amends - and from having made a friend too. 

As Emma entered her apartment she received a text from Jason. 

“I want to spend the night with you. I have to attend a dinner party later but I 
can swing by afterwards. Have bought you something special to go underneath 
those outfits I got you. Xxxx Jason.” 

Emma replied that she was going to have supper with her father and spend the 
night at the house. Emma wasn’t sure how she would have replied if that had not 
been the case. She caught up with some emails (party invites, job offers, gossip) 
and gave Celia a call to see if she needed anymore help in regards to the funeral 
arrangements. Celia was surprisingly calm when she mentioned that she was 
splitting up with her boyfriend. “We’re on a break, as they said in Friends... It’s 
for the best.” When she put down the phone to Celia, Emma wondered if perhaps 
she and Jason should temporarily split up. If she genuinely missed him then she 
might know that she felt something serious for him. 

When she got to her father’s house he smiled with paternal pride as Emma 
recounted how she had apologised to William - and that he was coming to 
dinner. Excited by the prospect of some good company - and decanting some 
vintage port again - Robert Hastings gave his friend a call to confirm and 
arranged things for the following evening. 

Emma waited till after dinner - and for her father to loosen up with a few 
drinks - and broached the subject of Afghanistan. Emma sat upon the rug by her 
father’s feet, as she had done as a child, and listened as he reported upon how 
William had saved his life in Helmand. 

“We were on our way back to Bastion from visiting another odious poppy 
farmer. I was asked to meet him to help win hearts and minds. I would have 
rather grabbed the bastard by the balls. But enough of that. The first vehicle in 
our convoy was hit by an IED. I was in the second vehicle, which flipped over 
whilst turning to avoid the wreck in front of us. I managed to cut myself out of 
my seatbelt, but I was pinned down from gunfire. The bastards had also fired an 
RPG at the third vehicle in the convoy. It struck the road, rather than delivering a 



direct hit, but the car Shakes was travelling in was still out of action. The men 
with him returned fire, but we were on the defensive. There was a gap of about 
fifty metres between my vehicle and the one behind. I couldn’t see anything 
through the smoke. And I couldn’t hear anything over the gunfire and ringing in 
my ears. I proceeded to cut the driver, who was unconscious, from his seatbelt. 
No sooner was he free though when a couple of Taliban appeared through the 
smoke, their rifles aloft. For the most part Emma my job meant that I was far 
more likely to get a paper cut than gunshot wound in the line of duty, but I must 
confess that my heart sank and my life flashed before me at this moment. I 
thought of you and your mother. Courage and cowardice are strange animals. I 
looked into my enemy’s eyes. The bastard smiled. But Shakes wiped the cruel 
grin off his face. He had run the gauntlet between the two vehicles, bullets 
pinging around him like fire-flies. He shot the two Taliban. He then handed me 
his rifle and lifted the unconscious driver on his shoulder. He said how there 
were more enemy approaching and we needed to retreat back to the third jeep. 
We proceeded to run back to the rest of the men, who were fortifying a position 
and providing covering fire. Were we lucky, mad or brave? I don’t know. 
Thankfully an Apache gunship was in the area and put rockets up our enemy’s 
arses, quite literally. When we returned to base I invited William over for dinner. 
I thanked him for saving my life. I asked him what had gone through his mind 
when committing such an act of courage. He looked sheepish, he could no 
longer look me in the eye, and replied that he had nothing to live for. His wife 
had died, in a car accident, six months previous. William is a widower too. It 
might be why we enjoy each other’s company so much. It’s not that we even talk 
about things. Rather we can have comfortable silences. She was a lovely girl, his 
wife. Her name was Jenny. She was a nurse. Some wounds don’t heal Emma. 
The pain cuts too deep.” 

Emma saw the tears glisten in her father’s eyes as she knew he was 
remembering his wife rather than William’s. Tears glistened in her eyes too. She 
got up, sat upon the arm of her father’s chair and kissed his forehead whilst 
holding his hand. Yet her heart also throbbed with pangs of guilt, as she 
remembered the sorrowful expression on William’s face when she joked how he 
would have no one to go home to after the party. She wanted to hold him and say 
how sorry she was. 

“In some ways we’re both still married, but to ghosts. William’s is the greater 
tragedy though, as he has his whole life ahead of him. Yet if I asked him, he’d 
still say he had nothing to live for. Blessedly I have you. But I fear William leads 
a life of quiet despair.” 

Tears soaked Emma’s pillow that evening, for she realised that she was living 



a life of quiet despair too. 
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Emma was on auto-pilot the following morning for the shoot. She duly made 
love to the camera, but was divorced from things between takes. 

She had it in her diary that she was due to meet Scarlett after the shoot. She 
was tempted to cancel, as she was keen to talk to Celia about something, but as it 
was unlikely that Celia could speak until after school had finished Emma met up 
with her model friend in their usual coffee place, opposite South Kensington 
station. 

The two friends kissed each other on the cheeks and plopped their similar 
Mulberry handbags upon the table, along with their now identical iPhones. 
Scarlett snapped her finger and a waiter came over, nearly tripping over his 
tongue as he did so. Scarlett had the ability, like an old fashioned movie star, to 
look both elegant and sexy. The waiter at first was lost for words (though this 
was in part due to English being his second language perhaps) - and then he 
babbled. 

“It was a shame you couldn’t make the perfume launch Em... Everyone who 
was everyone was there... This New York thing should be a blast. Easy money - 
the best kind of money. I’ll put in a word for you. It’s likely someone will drop 
out of the shoot and you’ll be able to take their place.” Scarlett was more hyper 
than normal. Perhaps she was on something. 

Emma nodded, but had no intention of joining the travelling circus of a group 
of models being flown over to New York to launch a new wonder bra, which 
would be as uncomfortable as it would be overpriced. She had gone on such trips 
before. There would be models snorting and throwing up in the bathrooms. Ad 
execs would be promising her the world, yet delivering nothing, in order to get 
into her knickers - and new wonder bra. She would be invited out to endless 
parties where she would be introduced to endless movie stars (who could now 
only get work on TV), feeling that somehow she was being pimped out to them. 
Emma grew exhausted just listening to Scarlett trying to sell the package to her. 

A respite came when Scarlett headed off to use the bathroom. Emma breathed 
a sigh of relief. She picked up the iPhone on the table to check the time and a 
text message came through as she did do. The message was from Jason 
Rothschild and she opened it. 

“Hi babe. Can’t stop thinking about Saturday night. You were comfortably the 
highlight of my evening Scarlett. Was nice to wake up to you Sunday morning 
too. As a thank you can I take you out to dinner one evening this week ? Jason 



xxx” 

Dismay and then anger coloured her being. Emma, feeling repulsiveness and 
resentment towards both her so-called boyfriend and so-called girlfriend, tossed 
Scarlett’s iPhone on the table and picked up her own. She grabbed her handbag 
too and walked, or half ran, out of the restaurant. 

Indignation, betrayal and misery coursed through Emma’s body as she made 
her way home. She wanted the world to swallow her up, or rather swallow up 
and grind into dust Jason Rothschild and Scarlett Silver. The bastard and the 
bitch! Her hands shook as she got to her apartment and she tried to make a cup 
of tea. Tears welled in her eyes, but she was too furious to cry. She was close to 
hyperventilating. Part of her wanted to scream down the phone at the pair of 
them. Part of her wanted to sleep with one of his friends, out of spite. Part of her 
wanted to alienate Scarlett within her social set - and spread rumours so as to 
lose her the job in New York. She wanted revenge, justice. If they had laughed 
about her behind her back on Saturday night, she would have the last laugh and 
win the game. 

The doorbell rang however to disturb her black and bleak thoughts. Emma 
collected herself together to answer it. It was the postman, with an Amazon 
package. Curious as to its contents, as she hadn’t ordered anything for the week, 
she opened the box immediately after shutting the door. The package contained a 
deluxe, hardback copy of Our Mutual Friend. She read the name William Flynn 
on the invoice. 

A smile broke through the clouds. There were tears in her eyes for an 
altogether different reason. Should William have delivered the package himself 
she would have been lost for words or she would have babbled. He was decent, 
genuine, wise and fun. He was everything Jason Rothschild wasn’t, Emma 
realised. Rather than anger or bitterness it dawned upon her that she should be 
feeling relief. Relief in that Jason had revealed his true colours before things had 
become serious. Relief in that she hoped that both of them would feel too 
ashamed to contact her - and she would be free of them. “In the course of justice 
none of us should see salvation.” More than justice or revenge, Emma craved 
(and had been granted) her freedom. The only way to win, in regards to the 
games Jason and Scarlett played, was to not take part. Jason Rothschild and 
Scarlett Silver, made in Chelsea, were contemptible and laughable. 

Emma took her new book to bed and eventually drifted off to sleep for an hour 
or so. When she woke she called Celia and asked about the viability of her 
training to be a teacher. What qualifications did she need and how should she 
best proceed? Finally her degree in English Literature might be of use. 

“I’ll look into it. It’ll be far from impossible Em for you to gain the necessary 



qualifications. Can I ask what has brought on this change of heart and change in 
career?” 

“I want to be so much worthier than just a doll in a doll’s house,” Emma 
replied, with contentment and purpose. 

“Well you can explain that and everything else to me when I next see you. 
Talking of dolls though, I don’t suppose you have a number for your father’s 
friend, William? I’m thinking of getting in touch, to see if he would like to go on 
a date.” 

Emma’s heart at first sank at the prospect of what Celia was saying, but then it 
leapt as she realised the reason why. If anyone was to go to ask William Flynn 
out - it would be her! 
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Emma tried on a number of outfits. Her bed, wardrobe - and anywhere that 
could house a hanger - was a sea of colour and materials. First she put on a 
Madisyn summer paisley pencil skirt from Ted Baker with a black flared top by 
Jil Sandro. She was initially happy with her choice but then a pinched expression 
came over her face as Emma realised that it was just a “maybe”. She next 
modelled a short and simple red crepe dress from Alexander McQueen. Emma 
turned to look at herself in the mirror so much that she nearly grew dizzy. But 
ultimately she concluded that the dress showed far too much leg for an informal 
dinner at her family home. After mixing and matching a number of skirts and 
tops Emma succumbed to temptation by trying on what she called “The 
Heartbreaker”, a white mesh detail dress by Emilio Pucci which subtly 
accentuated her shoulders, figure, slender arms and sun kissed complexion. Her 
blonde hair shone lighter, golden, against the clean-lined white dress. “The 
Heartbreaker” was sexy, summery and straddled formal and informal occasions. 
Over the past year she had turned heads at Henley, Ascot and various launch 
events in the outfit. The dress had inspired speechlessness and wordy 
compliments from men and women alike. She thought about William and how 
good she looked - and glowed. The dress would give him something to live for, 
Emma jokingly mused. Yet she then laughed at herself. Her ritual of a one 
woman fashion parade in front of her wardrobe mirror seemed ridiculous. 
William was different - and she had no wish to break his heart. She wanted to 
look nice, for him and for her, but more so Emma just wanted him to like her for 
who she was, not how she looked. In the end she settled on wearing a pair of 
jeans, a white cotton blouse and a cropped navy blue jacket with a pair of brown 
leather boots (albeit her outfit was sourced from Guess, Ralph Lauren, L.K 
Bennett and Burberry respectively). She also wore her hair down. 

Emma drove over to her father’s via Waitrose and picked up the necessary 
ingredients to make her famous, or infamous, Hake and Chorizo fishcakes 
(which she made on a variation of a Matthew Fort recipe). Over a glass of wine 
she told her father about her plans to look into qualifying as a teacher. He was as 
shocked as he was pleased to hear the revelation and Emma pretended not to 
notice the tear when Robert Hastings remarked how happy Emma’s mother 
would have been to hear the news too. 

Sentiment soon went out the window however as Robert Hastings commenced 
to hover around the kitchen. After offering his daughter some friendly advice on 



cooking one too many times Emma dismissed the Brigadier from the room (her 
threat of serving him up a three bean salad for dinner hastened the old warrior’s 
retreat even more). 

By keeping busy in the kitchen Emma was distracted from thinking too much 
about her dinner guest. But when the doorbell went she suddenly felt a mixture 
of nervousness and happiness. The butterflies were definitely fluttering in her 
heart rather than her stomach (and the butterflies were having kittens). But when 
he warmly smiled at her when she opened the door all was well. 

William was wearing a jacket, jeans and a shirt. Emma thought how her boots 
probably cost more than his entire wardrobe. But that didn’t matter. So much 
didn’t matter anymore. Yet so much other stuff did. 

“Hello, please come in.” Emma was even gladder to see him than she 
expected. He was more than handsome. She saw his soul. He was beautiful. 
“Thank you so much for sending me the book. It meant a lot. I may well have to 
give you one more, or rather perhaps one less, fishcake as a reward. 

“I’m hoping that you’re being modest in regards to your cooking skills.” 

“Unfortunately I’ve got a lot to be modest about.” 

“I can vouch for that,” Robert Hastings remarked as he came out of the 
drawing room and greeted his guest. “You’re a brave man Shakes for trying out 
my daughter’s culinary talents. She’s much better at putting an outfit together 
than a meal, although I dare say we had worse at Bastion,” Robert Hastings said 
with a chuckle and a wink. 

“I’ve still got plenty of time to take the chorizo out of your fishcake and insert 
some tofu Daddy,” Emma replied, with more than a little earnestness (though she 
flashed a covert smile and winked at William). 

Robert Hastings felt a shiver run down his spine and retreated back into the 
drawing room to fix them all a drink. 
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Dinner was served. Hake and chorizo fishcakes with a leek and pea puree. 
Plates were cleaned in pleasure, rather than in politeness. Robert Hastings asked 
his guest how his business and former soldiers in the regiment were faring. 
Feeling that Emma wasn’t wholly involved in their conversation William asked 
her about her work and her coming week. She told him about her decision to 
train to become a teacher. Time appeared to freeze as he stopped and just gazed 
at her, either in an admiring or enamoured fashion. Every time he saw her, he 
liked her more. 

It was perhaps at this moment that Robert Hastings noticed the growing spark 
between his guests. They constantly made each other laugh and hung upon each 
other’s conversation. Feeling like a fifth wheel Robert excused himself, citing 
tiredness, and went to bed. In the hope of fuelling any spark between them 
however Robert unsubtly dimmed the lights and lit the candles upon the dinner 
table before heading up to bed. 

Once out of earshot Emma and William spoke fondly of their host. Emma told 
her friend of her intention to introduce her father to her agent. The conversation 
meandered like a sunlit river however and they also discussed books, their 
favourite films ( Schindler’s List, Notting Hill, Groundhog Day, Shakespeare In 
Love, Con Air ) and the news of the day (involving lying politicians, moronic 
footballers, avoidable wars, moronic politicians and lying footballers). They 
were able to laugh at most things, both in a satirical and also self-deprecating 
way. Yet the conversation occasionally grew serious. Afghanistan had scarred 
him in unseen ways. The topic of religion came up and Emma realised how 
William possessed a quiet sense of faith, as well as a quiet sense of despair. A 
couple of times she felt that he wanted to mention his wife, but didn’t. 

They chatted for hours, forgetting the time, enthralled and entertained by each 
other’s company. As a thank you for dinner William said that he would take 
Emma to see the latest production of Much Ado About Nothing at the Old Vic. 
They also promised to dust off their tennis rackets and arrange to have a game at 
some courts close to the garage. Emma asked if William would be fine getting 
home, having missed the last train. He explained that he would flag down a 
black cab outside Turnham Green tube station. 

Despite having talked for hours there was an air of things being left unsaid at 
the end of the evening as Emma showed William to the door. They had held each 
other’s aspect for the past four hours, but now they could barely look each other 



in the eye - as shy as teenagers. 

“Thanks again for a wonderful meal and wonderful evening Emma,” William 
said, standing in the doorway. The evening breeze cooled rather than chilled. The 
stars twinkled as if the mechanic had just complimented the night sky as well as 
the radiant young woman. William reached out, gently clasped her hand and 
kissed her upon the cheek. His light stubble made her face - and heart - tingle. 
He breathed in her perfume, as if wishing to store up and recall the sensation one 
day. He pulled away but their eyes met, bright with wine and something far more 
intoxicating than Emma’s fragrance. They had met as friends at the beginning of 
the night, but she wanted them to part as more than that. She clasped his rough 
hand more firmly, lacing her fingers in his, and pulled him towards her. She 
wanted him. Needed him. They kissed - and not on the cheek. William cradled 
her body with strength and tenderness. His kiss married passion with tenderness 
too. She sighed. Maybe he did as well. Her chest was pressed against his, their 
breathing and hearts attuned to one another. 

Just as they were about to lose - or find - themselves however William pulled 
away. Sadness, rather than rapture, glazed his expression. 

“I’m sorry, I can’t. I don’t want to lie to you Emma. I’m still in love with my 
wife. I’m not sure I can give you what you want. It’s not you. God no, it’s not 
you. You were the last person I thought about last night and the first person I 
thought about when I woke. But I’m a mechanic, who needs fixing. I’m sorry. 
Maybe it’s best if we don’t see each other. I should go.” 

The young widower hung his head in shame, or misery. His face was 
scrunched up in pain. He turned and walked away with a heavy heart and leaden 
steps. 

There was a mellow sorrow in his voice and features that would have moved 
the hardest of hearts. Tears swelled in Emma’s pretty eyes. Sadness, rather than 
anger or frustration, also swelled in her breast. Words - and her heart - were 
stuck in her throat. She remained in the doorway, hopeful that she would see him 
turn around. It would be a sign, like a scene in the movies. She willed him to. 
But his forlorn figure continued to be swallowed up by the night. 

Emma finally closed the door. She slumped to the floor like a ragdoll, buried 
her head in her hands and cried most of her heart out (as she had done when her 
mother had passed away). She could understand why he wanted to end things, 
before they began. She strangely envied his wife. Yet she liked her too - for 
having made him happy for a time. Emma told herself that she was still glad to 
have met him - that they had a bit of time together. Without William she may not 
have seen how empty her life and relationships had been. Without him she may 
not want to give herself a second chance and become a teacher. But it all hurt so 



much. She sobbed and her entire body, being, convulsed. Emma philosophically 
told herself that the would-be teacher was being taught a lesson, that not all love 
stories have a happy ending. 
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Some of the tears commenced to dry upon her cheeks but her eyes were still 
moist. Emma still could not find a will, or reason, to get up from the floor 
however. 

“Do you like him then?” Robert Hastings stood in his dressing gown upon the 
stairs, his expression and tone full of paternal thoughtfulness. 

“No. I think I love him,” Emma replied, raising her head. 

“I thought that might happen. You’re not the only one who can play 
matchmaker Emma. He’s a good man. He’s not a rich man though. Too often 
nowadays girls equate the one with the other. You used to be like that. But 
you’re not now.” 

“He’s different, special. He makes me laugh, like you used to make Mum 
laugh. When I first met him there was no way that I could have thought that he 
would have ever been good enough for me. But now I’m not sure that I am good 
enough for him.” 

“Why don’t you give him the chance to be the judge of that? He likes you.” 

“You think so?” 

“I know so. I also know something else.” 

“What?” 

“I know that it’s not all that easy to get a cab around here this time of night.” 

Birdsong laced the air. The moon slipped out from behind a cluster of grey 
clouds. Turnham Green shimmered, turning from black to a magical turquoise. 
Not only had Emma taken her father’s advice and gone after William, but she 
was glad that she had listened to him and changed into her running shoes. She 
was grateful also that she wasn’t dressed in “The Heartbreaker”. Should she have 
had to run in that outfit now she would have probably been left heartbroken 
herself. 

Her feet pounded across the grass. Her work in the gym was finally paying 
off. She was breathless with hope, desperation, fatigue and love. Streetlights and 
traffic skirted around the park, ringing the green in a kaleidoscope of colour. 
Emma prayed that even if William had been able to flag down a black cab, they 
would not want to go south of the river this time of the night. But the mechanic 
had yet to reach the main road even - such had been his wounded heart and slow 
gait. His silhouette appeared from out of the darkness. As she closed on him 
William heard someone running and turned around. 

Emma stopped around ten feet away from a slightly worried and slightly 



confused William, although given the lack of light at the centre of the park she 
could not quite make out his expression. Emma held up her hand in a bid to ask 
him to stop - and also communicate that she needed to catch her breath. He 
asked if she was okay but Emma still just held up her hand in reply. The 
occasional hum of a car sounded in the background else all was silent until 
Emma spoke. 

“I know we have just met. And I know that you will probably consider me 
conceited - or crazy even. But I’ve recently realised that I’ve spend half of my 
life waiting for someone like you. And I don’t want to spend the remaining half 
apart from you. I’m not sure if you feel anything back but all that I ask is that 
you give me, us, a chance. I’m just a girl, standing before a boy, asking him to 
love her - to borrow a phrase. I cannot and do not want to replace your wife. I’m 
just me. But take it from someone who has been living in an unfulfilled past and 
present, give the future a try. I’m sorry, but I had to come after you - to say 
something. And as you said the other day it’s about fighting for lost causes 
against overwhelming odds. Even if it’s a losing battle you still have to fight on 
if the cause is right. You and me seem right. I like who I am when I’m with you. 
I know I’m nearly crying now, but you make me laugh. You make me want to be 
a better person. In helping to fix the mechanic I will be helping to fix myself. 
You understand why I had to come after you? I’m worried that if I lose you 
tonight then I might lose you forever.” 

Emma was left more breathless from pouring her heart out than from the run. 
Could she see him as she spoke? She had been endearing, hopeful, beautiful - 
sometimes smiling at her own wry humour and confessions. At least she had told 
him how she felt. Had she frightened or shocked him to make things worse 
though? William hadn’t uttered a word whilst she spoke, although Emma had 
occasionally held up her hand to indicate that she wanted to finish what she was 
saying. But he now walked towards her. Her teary eyes glistened in the 
moonlight. William smiled, but she could not work out the nature of the smile. 
Was it just one of consolation? Would he still not be able to give himself to her? 
Was he just trying to let her down gently again? 

The melancholy widower first gallantly took off his jacket and placed it 
around Emma’s shivering shoulders. He then cupped her face in his hand and 
wiped away wayward strands of her hair - and a tear - from her cheek with his 
thumb. 

“Do you see that bench over there?” 

Emma nodded. Oh God he was going to let her down again, she thought. And 
she didn’t know how she would be able to pick herself up afterwards. 

“We’re going to sit down and I’m going to tell you about how much I liked 



you even before we first met, from how your father described you. I’m going to 
tell you about how I experienced the longest and loneliest walk of my life just 
now, from the house. I felt terrible, thinking how much I might have hurt you. 
And I thought to myself how wrong I might be. Maybe I can give you what you 
want because it’s what I want too. I’m also going to explain how frightened I 
am, that I might get hurt. Or, worse, hurt you. But then I’m going to tell you how 
funny, smart and lovely I think you are; that I like who I am when I’m with you 
- and that you make me want to be a better person Emma. And then I’m going to 
kiss you. Does that all sound okay?” 

Emma’s face beamed brighter than the moon. Her smile bloomed into a 
lover’s sigh and then laughter as William spoke. Tears of joy glistened in her 
eyes. 

“It sounds more than okay. But can we do the last bit first?” 

And so William Flynn led Emma Hastings over to the bench and they kissed 
and talked till long after the sun came up. 

Sometimes love stories do have happy endings. 



If you enjoyed Uptown Girl by Holly Kinsella, you may be interested in 
School Ties by Emma Lee-Potter, also published by Endeavour Press. 


Extract from School Ties by Emma Lee-Potter 





EMMa L ee -P°tter 






ONE 


Will Hughes slammed his pen down. It was ten fifteen on a rainy September 
night and he’d been marking Hamlet essays for more than an hour. And what a 
bloody shambles they were too. Admittedly he was teaching the bottom set, but 
he was stunned by the quality of the teenagers’ work. Some could barely string a 
sentence together, let alone use an apostrophe properly. Only one had produced 
work that showed any understanding of Shakespeare’s most famous play. 

Trying hard to stay awake, he took a gulp of cold instant coffee. He was less 
than halfway through the pile of scripts and at this rate he’d be hard-pressed to 
finish them by midnight. Worse still, he’d promised to take the first fifteen rugby 
squad on a training run at dawn. 

For the umpteenth time, Will wondered why he had returned to teaching. He’d 
left his last school a year ago to join an up-and-coming Shoreditch advertising 
agency. Yet now he’d had another change of heart and given up his skinny lattes 
and generous expense account to return to the chalkface. 

Not that Downthorpe Hall was a tough place to work. It wasn’t. Compared to 
the early years of Will’s career, when he’d been a young English teacher at a 
tough inner-city comprehensive, Downthorpe was the cushiest number 
imaginable. A private school dating back two hundred years, it was housed in an 
elegant Cotswold mansion, complete with castellated turrets, a winding two-mile 
drive and acres of playing fields. It had once been an all-boys school, but had 
gone co-ed twenty years ago. The decision was deplored by the old guard but 
had succeeded in giving the school’s academic results a much-needed shot in the 
arm. 

Will stretched his arms out wide to keep himself awake, then stopped. He 
could have sworn he heard a loud whirring noise outside the window. It sounded 
like a helicopter. But that was impossible. Not at this time of night. And not so 
close to the school. 

As he forced himself to focus on the next essay, a particularly lacklustre effort 
covered in coffee stains, the staff room door flew open and Grace Foley strode 
in. Grace was the deputy head, cool as a cucumber and one of the few members 
of staff with the nerve to stand up to the governors. Even though it was nearly 
eleven Grace looked immaculate. Most of the other women teachers chose 
practicality over style. Grace was the exact opposite. She wouldn’t have been 
seen dead in a frumpy skirt and cardigan. She always wore heels, had her auburn 



hair cut in a chic bob every six weeks and had a fondness for designer suits that 
clung to every curve. Will had spent enough time over the last few months 
working on fashion accounts to spot a Stella McCartney outfit at twenty paces. 
He knew there was no way Grace’s clothes came from the high street. 

‘Did you hear that?’ he asked. 

‘What?’ 

‘Outside. That noise. It sounded just like a chopper to me.’ 

‘Oh God. He hasn’t started that caper again, has he?’ groaned Grace, her 
irritation clear. ‘We’ve had so many complaints from the locals and I’ve told him 
countless times it’s got to stop. He’s the most arrogant man on the planet, but I 
really thought he’d taken notice after last time.’ 

Will frowned in frustration. He’d been at Downthorpe for a week and it felt 
like a foreign country. ‘I’m sorry, Grace, but I haven’t got a bloody clue what 
you’re talking about. Can you do me a favour and start from the beginning?’ 

Grace plonked her industrial-sized torch and notebook on a desk and marched 
across to the window. She pulled up the tattered blind and peered into the gloom. 

‘Yep. I knew it. It’s Josef Bogdanov. What on earth are we going to do with 
the man? He thinks he can do anything, just because he owns half of Mayfair.’ 

Utterly bemused, Will rose from his chair and joined Grace at the window. 
Staring out into the pitch black, it was easy to spot the helicopter lights. The 
chopper was high above the school now, heading south east in the direction of 
Oxford. 

‘What the hell’s going on?’ he muttered. He’d seen some odd things in his 
career but this beat the lot. 

Grace slumped into a battered armchair next to the coffee urn. She loathed 
being on duty at night. The senior management team, all eight of them, shared 
the task but even so, her turn came round depressingly often. It wasn’t so bad in 
the winter when the pupils were less keen on venturing out after dark. But at this 
time of year the daring ones were always trying their luck. So far tonight she’d 
found a couple of sixth formers having a fag in the bushes beyond the front 
lawn, a dormitory of fourteen-year-olds tucking into a midnight feast (‘very Enid 
Blyton,’ she’d told them drily before confiscating the lot) and the head boy in 
flagrante with his new girlfriend. 

She glanced at Will, wondering how much of this to tell him. Grace prided 
herself on being a shrewd judge of character but she hadn’t fathomed him out 
yet. She couldn’t work out whether he was going to be a tough boss or a laid- 
back one. Whether he’d leave the day-to-day running of the school to her, like 
the old head, or whether he’d want to micro-manage every last thing. 

Will’s appointment as acting head halfway through the long summer holiday 



had surprised everyone at Downthorpe. For a start, no one had suspected that the 
previous headmaster’s life was unravelling at breakneck speed. Jono Rawlinson 
had been head at Downthorpe for ten years and was the sort of man everyone, 
staff and pupils alike, looked up to. They’d all thought his marriage was rock- 
solid too. But it turned out that his wife Rachel had been having an affair with 
the head of the history department for eighteen months. Rachel had told Jono she 
was leaving him on the last night of the summer term and she was gone by the 
next morning. 

When Jono broke the news to the Downthorpe staff he’d insisted that Rachel’s 
departure wouldn’t affect his work and that it would be business as usual. But 
just a few days later Grace had bumped into him in the Co-op supermarket in 
Chipping Badcombe and he was a broken man. 

Worse still, the governors convened an emergency meeting and voted to 
replace him. They set about finding an acting head fast and, deep down, Grace 
had hoped the governors would appoint her in Jono’s place. She’d been his 
deputy for two years after all and knew Downthorpe like the back of her hand. 
But, after days of deliberation, the governing body had called in a firm of city 
headhunters who’d recommended bringing in someone completely new. They’d 
certainly done that all right, thought Grace. Not only was Will Hughes new, but 
he had a CV that didn’t make any sense. He’d taught at comprehensive schools 
for years, working his way up from newly qualified teacher to deputy head. But 
then for some unknown reason he’d chucked it all in for a job in advertising. It 
was completely bizarre. 

'Look, Grace, I think we need to get a few things straight,’ said Will, his voice 
terse. 

Grace stared at him, an insouciant expression on her face. 

‘Sure. What sort of things?’ 

‘Well, if we’re going to stand a chance of getting this place back on track after 
the Jono Rawlinson affair, then you and I have to work as a team. You may think 
I’m a rough and ready outsider from London and you may not like the way I do 
things - but that’s tough. You’re going to have to grit your teeth and put up with 
me. So for starters, I want to know who’s flying that bloody helicopter over my 
school at this time of night. And why.’ 

Blimey, thought Grace. Maybe this was why the governors had appointed him 
in Jono’s place. He might have a charming exterior, but he was steelier than 
she’d realised. He was good looking too - tall and dark haired, with broad 
shoulders and a firm handshake. Will Hughes was going to stir things up around 
here. That was for sure. 

‘You must have heard of Josef Bogdanov,’ said Grace. ‘He’s a multi- 



millionaire. Made his money from property. Anyway, his daughter Tatiana 
started at Downthorpe last year. She’s a sweet girl but she gets terribly homesick, 
so every now and again Bogdanov lands his helicopter on the playing fields and 
she goes rushing out to see him.’ 

Will’s face was grim. ‘Not anymore,’ he said. ‘Not any more he doesn’t.’ 



TWO 


Like most British boarding schools, Downthorpe held lessons on Saturday 
mornings. The teachers reckoned it was the best way to keep six hundred lively 
teenagers focused on their studies and out of trouble. Every so often the school 
council reps had a go at getting rid of Saturday school, but they never succeeded 
in getting it past the governors. 

Despite his late night, Will felt energised by his Saturday morning run. At 
thirty-four, he was a good sixteen years older than the rugby team but just as fit. 
The squad had done eight miles before breakfast, down the drive, across the 
fields to the village of Buntingdon and back again, and he felt fresh as a daisy. 
Living in the country and cutting out boozy nights in Shoreditch was doing him 
the power of good. His new job was far more stressful, but he was drinking less 
and doing loads more exercise. 

When he got back to Downthorpe he raced up the main staircase and across 
the vast landing to his spartan first-floor apartment. As acting head, he was 
entitled to live at Rosedown House, a pretty four-bedroom cottage in the 
grounds. But the ex-headmaster was in such a state after his marriage breakdown 
that he’d refused to leave. No one had the heart to evict him forcibly, so Will had 
been assigned a small flat in the main building instead. Basic and sparsely 
furnished, the apartment was usually inhabited by Australian students working at 
Downthorpe during their gap years. They were renowned for their partying and, 
when Will moved in, he’d had to take two bin bags of empty beer bottles to the 
recycling centre at Chipping Badcombe. 

After a quick shower and a cursory glance at his emails, Will hurried down to 
the school dining room. He’d decided from the outset that the best way to get to 
know the pupils quickly was to join them at mealtimes. And even though 
lukewarm coffee and lumpy porridge were just about the last things he felt like 
right now, he was determined to stick to his guns. 

The dining room at Downthorpe looked like something out of Hogwarts. 
Long, narrow tables stretched the length of the vast, dimly lit hall and the walls 
were lined with wooden plaques bearing the names of past pupils. There was 
also a poignant tribute to old Downthorpians who’d perished in the first and 
second world wars and a list of headteachers going back two centuries. Will 
made a mental note to get Jono Rawlinson’s name engraved at the earliest 
opportunity, otherwise the pupils’ tongues would wag even more. As he nodded 



to a couple of early-bird teachers, he noticed a large damp patch on the far wall 
of the dining room. He’d have to have a quiet word with the bursar. The last 
thing he needed was the school buildings falling into disrepair on his watch. 

He grabbed a tray, queued up at the serving hatch to collect his porridge and 
toast and then joined a group of fresh-faced thirteen-year-olds at their table. The 
instant he sat down, the merry group stopped chattering and chomped in silence. 
Will could see they were intimidated by having him there and would far rather 
have been left on their own. But they perked up slightly when he asked what 
they liked best about Downthorpe. 

‘Chemistry lessons,’ chirped an intense looking boy with owl-like glasses and 
a mass of ginger curls. Like all the other new pupils, he had a sticker on his 
jumper with his name on. His said ‘Josh Cook. Form 9H.’ 

‘Really?’ said Will, spreading his toast with a liberal helping of strawberry 
jam. 

He’d been expecting answers along the lines of ‘making new friends,’ ‘buying 
sweets in Buntingdon’ and ‘being allowed to watch a movie on Saturday nights.’ 

‘Yes, really,’ grinned the boy. 

‘Why’s that then? Chemistry’s hard, isn’t it? It was my worst subject at 
school.’ 

The boy’s eyes lit up with an enthusiasm that was touching to see. 

‘Because Dr Mead makes it so exciting. We’ve only had two lessons but 
we’ve been doing explosions. Using methane gas and plastic bottles and stuff.’ 

Will’s heart sank. As if he didn’t have enough on his plate with truculent 
teachers, a mysterious helicopter and damp patches. Now it appeared that a 
member of staff was in danger of blowing up the school - and in lesson-time too. 
He didn’t say anything but made a mental note to find out precisely what Dr 
Mead was getting up to in his chemistry classes. With around fifty teachers on 
the staff he wasn’t sure whether he’d met Dr Mead or not. There had been a 
truculent science teacher with startlingly blue eyes at a staff development 
meeting a couple of nights ago, so maybe that was him. But the last thing Will 
needed right now was a lab being blown to smithereens. 

Henry Mead breathed a sigh of relief when the bell rang for morning break. 
Teaching year 10s about the structure of atoms had been like wading through 
cement. The whole teaching staff agreed that this year’s fourteen-year-olds were 
the trickiest group in the school and they’d clearly been unimpressed at being 
forced to sit through double chemistry first thing on a Saturday morning. But 
Henry refused to take the easy option and stick on a DVD. That’s what Charles 
Brown, the head of history, always did when he wanted to talk to Jono 
Rawlinson’s wife on Facebook and couldn’t be bothered to teach. No wonder the 



school’s history results were going downhill at alarming speed. 

In dire need of a coffee before the next class, Henry wrenched open the lab 
door and immediately collided with a tall man in a well-cut charcoal suit. His 
papers flew out of his hand and he swore under his breath. Henry’s face turned 
scarlet. It was the new head. 

‘I’m looking for Dr Mead,’ snapped Will. ‘Are you one of the lab assistants?’ 

‘Er, no, actually I’m not,’ said Henry, bending down and picking up bits of 
paper covered in spiky black writing. 

Will stared at the slender figure in front of him. Her long dark hair was pulled 
back from her face in a tight ponytail and she wore a dazzling white lab coat, 
jeans and bright red Converse trainers. 

‘Look, I haven’t got all day. I need to talk to Dr Mead. It’s urgent.’ 

‘That’s fine by me.’ 

Will struggled to keep his temper. 

‘Very funny,’ he muttered, ‘but can you tell me where I can find him?’ 

A glimmer of a smile crossed the woman’s face, and then she burst out 
laughing. ‘It looks like you already have,’ she said, offering him her hand. ‘I’m 
Dr Mead. Henry Mead. How can I help?’ 

Will stared at her in astonishment. Why the hell hadn’t he done his research 
before charging down to the labs like a madman? He’d quickly glanced down the 
staff list, clocked that Dr Mead’s first name was Henry and stupidly assumed she 
was a man. When actually, now he came to think about it, she was the prettiest 
woman he’d set eyes on in a long time. 

They stood in silence for a few seconds while Will gathered his thoughts. ‘I’m 
sorry,’ he said finally. ‘I thought I’d met everyone at the staff drinks party at the 
beginning of term. Do you remember? The evening when I made a speech and 
talked about my vision for the school. A bit pretentious, I know, but the 
governors expected it.’ 

Henry Mead’s eyes gleamed with amusement. ‘I’m sure you weren’t 
pretentious at all,’ she said. ‘Although I couldn’t swear by it... I was away at a 
conference that day. So I missed the drinks.’ 

‘Well, it wasn’t my finest hour,’ said Will. ‘Nor is this, come to think of it.’ 

Henry handed him back his papers. He looked so awkward that she felt a bit 
sorry for him. 

‘Look, don’t worry about it. People always assume I’m a bloke. It’s all my 
parents’ fault.’ 

‘Sorry,’ said Will. ‘I’m not with you.’ 

‘Lor calling me Henrietta. I don’t know what came over them. It’s not me at 
all. And no one’s ever called me Henrietta. I’m always Henry.’ 



‘With a y?’ 

‘With a y,’ repeated Henry. ‘What was it you wanted to see me about, 
anyway? I take it that you’ve received the chemistry department’s schemes of 
work for the year?’ 

Will didn’t have a clue whether he’d got them or not. Grace was in charge of 
academic matters while he ran everything else. Everything from convincing 
prospective parents to send their darling children to Downthorpe rather than its 
rivals to keeping the pupils on the straight and narrow. 

‘I’m sure we have,’ he said hurriedly. ‘No, the reason I was looking for you 
was that a year 9 boy told me something rather disturbing. At breakfast this 
morning.’ 

Henry’s face went pale. ‘What did he say?’ she said, her words coming out in 
a nervous rush. 

‘He told me you’ve been setting off explosions in your lessons. It all sounds 
very unsafe - not the sort of thing that parents would condone. You shouldn’t be 
putting your students at risk like that.’ 

Henry heaved a sigh of relief. 

‘I take it you’re not a science teacher, Mr Hughes.’ 

‘No, my subject’s English. Not that I’m teaching it much at the moment. I’ve 
got five periods a week timetabled but even that’s tough to manage. Why are you 
asking?’ 

‘Because if you knew anything about science... Oh, I’m sorry, that sounds 
mde and I didn’t mean it to.’ 

Will put his papers down on a lab bench and ran his hand distractedly through 
his hair. 

‘Don’t worry. I’ve only been here for a week but the one thing I’ve learned is 
that there’s no point in being offended by things that don’t matter. But I’m 
intrigued to know why I can’t possibly be a science teacher.’ 

‘It’s simple,’ said Henry. ‘Any science teacher worth their salt does explosions 
in class. A plastic bottle, some methane gas - that’s all you need. It’s a really 
easy way to get kids interested in chemistry. And once you’ve done that, you’re 
away.’ 

‘It sounds exciting - I’ll give you that,’ said Will. ‘But when you’re running a 
school you have to consider other stuff. Like keeping your pupils safe. Look, I’m 
not joking about this. Can you assure me that your lessons are safe? All of them? 
They sound anything but.’ 

Henry was deeply offended. She was standing so close to Will that he could 
see her hazel eyes were flecked with green. 

‘Of course they are,’ she said crossly. ‘If you think I’d do anything to put my 



pupils in danger, well... you couldn’t be more wrong. I’ve got a PhD in organic 
chemistry and I’m very serious about what I do.’ 

Will gaped at her, aghast. Henry Mead’s friendly tone of a few minutes earlier 
had vanished. His heart sank. If he was going to lift the school’s academic 
results, he needed to get the teaching staff on his side - not alienate them the 
moment he met them. 



THREE 


After being deluged with rain during the first week of term, the school woke 
up to an Indian summer at the start of the second. Temperatures soared into the 
high 70s, the pupils were given permission to discard their thick woollen blazers 
and Tom Oliver, the head groundsman, agreed to open the outdoor swimming 
pool again. 

After a meeting to discuss an alarming outbreak of nits with the school nurse 
and matrons on Tuesday afternoon, Will decided to stretch his legs and take a 
walk around the grounds. As he wandered through the French windows and on 
to the sunny terrace, he felt more optimistic than he had for days. Under his lead, 
Grace Foley had begun a review of the school’s academic performance, with a 
brief to work out where the weak areas were and the steps that must be taken to 
improve them. He’d learned the names of most of the sixth form and quite a few 
of the younger pupils, four out of five rugby teams had won their weekend 
matches and he’d launched a questionnaire on the school’s hideous bottle green 
uniform. 

Looking for ways to modernise the place, Will had been inundated with 
complaints about the uniform. It turned out that a group of fifteen and sixteen- 
year-olds had even gone on strike at the end of the summer term, refusing to 
attend lessons for a whole day if it wasn’t changed. If he was honest, Will had a 
lot of sympathy with them. Even Cheryl Cole wouldn’t look good in the current 
one. The girls wore unflattering green kilts, matching v-necked jumpers and 
ankle socks, while the boys were kitted out in black trousers and garish green 
shirts. The rules also insisted that all the pupils, from thirteen up to eighteen, had 
to wear ghastly green and red striped ties. The older pupils knotted them at half- 
mast and the younger ones wore them absurdly short. Will thought it was totally 
ridiculous. He didn’t even bother with a tie himself most of the time. 

Actually, the news that plans were afoot to change the uniform had done 
wonders for Will’s street cred. In the days since he’d announced it at assembly, 
he’d been deluged with supportive emails. Pupils rushed up to him in the 
corridor to express their enthusiasm and one boy revealed that his friends had 
been planning another protest unless something was done. A talented sixth form 
art student had even left a portfolio of fashion drawings outside his office. He’d 
sent her a note praising her for showing initiative but adding that he wouldn’t get 
her designs - shirts and drainpipe jeans for the boys and cropped jackets and tiny 



shorts for the girls - past the governors in a million years. 

Now Will stopped for a moment to admire the view across the Oxfordshire 
countryside. The school stood on a hill overlooking a peaceful Cotswold valley 
and all he could see were gentle rolling hills, woods and fields full of sheep. The 
only blot on the landscape was the first fifteen rugby pitch below the terrace. 
This was something else he was determined to sort out. The rugby players and 
their parents were bound to be horrified but it was complete sacrilege to let thirty 
hearty rugby players turn the area into a muddy wasteland every week. And 
besides, the rugby posts spoiled the outlook. He was determined to dig his heels 
in and move it elsewhere. 

Once he got past the rugby pitch, Will turned and looked back at the school. 
Built from traditional honey-coloured stone, it boasted long narrow windows on 
four floors and a row of tiny gables in the roof. There had been lots of additions 
to the school over the years but the planners had insisted that nothing should 
detract from the magnificent facade. It really had the wow factor, though Will 
doubted the pupils appreciated it. To them Downthorpe was just a school. They 
didn’t give a stuff that it was a Grade 1 listed building. Or that it had been 
painted by a host of celebrated artists over the centuries. 

Will couldn’t help comparing it to his own secondary school, a 1950s concrete 
monstrosity in east London, with outdoor toilets and draughty, prefabricated 
classrooms. But despite the depressing surroundings, the teaching had been top- 
notch and he’d been inspired to aim high from the start. His English teacher, Bob 
Baker, had spotted his potential and encouraged him all the way. Will could 
remember the tears in the old man’s eyes the day he’d got into Oxford. ‘I knew 
you’d do it, lad,’ he’d kept saying. T knew you had it in you, even when you 
were a shy eleven-year-old who wouldn’t say “boo” to a goose.’ Will suspected 
Bob wouldn’t be impressed by his decision to switch to a private school, even if 
he was running the show. In fact he could just imagine Bob’s caustic comment. 
‘It’s all well and good, lad,’ Bob would say. ‘But it’s not why you went into 
teaching, is it?’ 

Blinking hard, Will forced himself to focus on the challenge that lay ahead at 
Downthorpe. His brain was playing tricks on him. Bob had been dead for nearly 
ten years now, and he shouldn’t be standing in the sun, daydreaming. He had 
work to get on with. 


From her vantage point in the staff room on the first floor, Grace Foley 
watched Will Hughes. She was trying to work on her academic review but it was 



hard to concentrate. The new head was definitely a bit of a catch, she thought. 
Grace had checked him out on Google and there was no mention of a wife or 
girlfriend. It was slightly odd that she couldn’t find him on Facebook but maybe 
he avoided all that social media nonsense. 

Her reverie was interrupted by the sound of the door banging shut and a pair 
of feet stomping crossly across the wooden floor. Grace swung round to see who 
was making such a racket. Henry Mead, still wearing her lab coat and habitual 
trainers, was laden down with a stack of box files. Usually one of the more 
sunny-natured teachers on the Downthorpe staff, Henry looked livid. She 
slammed the files down on a desk and took her mobile phone out of her pocket. 

‘Are you OK, Henry?’ asked Grace. ‘Bad day?’ 

Henry was busy checking through her emails. ‘You can say that again,’ she 
muttered. ‘That bloody man. First he accuses me of trying to blow up the school 
and now he’s sent an email saying he’ll be sitting in on my first lesson tomorrow. 
To observe my teaching. My year 10s are my trickiest group and they’re sure to 
behave appallingly when they see him sitting at the back. And besides, he could 
have given me more notice.’ 

Grace rolled her eyes in sympathy. ‘I wouldn’t worry about it, Henry. You’re 
not the only one. He’s observing all of us. Everyone’s up in arms about it. I 
mean, I know it’s standard practice but he could have waited a bit. Let the dust 
settle after Jono’s departure and done the observations later on in the term. The 
two newly qualified teachers are quaking in their boots.’ 

‘Poor them,’ said Henry, absent-mindedly scrolling through the rest of her 
emails. 

‘What do you think of him, by the way?’ Grace kept her voice light and 
casual. She didn’t want to sound like she was interested either way. 

‘Who?’ 

‘The new head. Will Hughes. I can’t work him out at all. So I just wondered 
what you thought.’ 

Henry glanced sharply at Grace. She tried to steer clear of Grace as a rule. 
Grace reminded her of a ruthlessly ambitious politician. Cool and calm in a 
crisis, she was always quizzing other people about their views but rarely gave 
anything away herself. The two women had nothing in common. They taught 
differently, dressed differently and never mixed socially. And while Grace and 
most of the other teachers, lived on the school site, Henry rented a cottage in 
Buntingdon. The atmosphere at school got far too intense at times and by the end 
of the day Henry was always desperate to escape. 

‘I haven’t seen much of him to be honest. And after the fuss he made about 
me carrying out explosions I plan to keep it that way. Apart from him observing 



my lesson tomorrow. Anyway, what’s your verdict? You’ve seen more of him 
than me.’ 

Henry was quietly confident that Grace wouldn’t tell her anything. Sure 
enough, Grace quickly glanced at her watch and gave a theatrical sigh. 

‘Oh God, busy, busy, busy. I’d love to stay chatting, Henry, but I must dash. 
I’ve got a meeting with the bursar in five minutes. I’m trying to persuade him to 
buy another couple of interactive whiteboards for the maths department. I’ll 
catch you later, OK?’ 

‘Sure you will, Grace,’ Henry muttered to herself. 



FOUR 


Will slept badly the night before Henry Mead’s lesson. His brain was so 
overladen with problems that needed to be tackled that he’d lain awake for 
hours, finally falling into a fitful sleep at around four am. 

By the time he arrived in the chemistry lab at half past eight the next morning 
Henry was already immersed in a pile of marking. She briskly handed him a 
lesson plan and gestured to him to sit at the back. ‘We’re going to be doing a 
couple of experiments so it’s best if you’re well out of the way,’ she said. ‘And 
don’t worry, there won’t be any explosions.’ 

Will glanced at her sharply, unsure whether she was being sarcastic or having 
a joke at his expense. But before he could find out, the pupils filed in, talking at 
the tops of their voices. Their chatter died away when they saw him, although 
one of the cheekier students quipped ‘are you here to retake your GCSE, Sir?’ 
Actually, the boy wasn’t far out. Will had never got to grips with chemical 
reactions, energy transfer and the periodic table at school and had been 
discouraged from taking chemistry GCSE at all. Not that it mattered now. As 
long as the class was engaged and learning, it didn’t matter if Will couldn’t make 
head nor tail of it. 

Keen to hit the ground running, Henry launched into her lesson at break-neck 
speed. As the session got underway Will was amazed to find that for the first 
time in his life he was quite enjoying science. Henry Mead was a good teacher, 
he thought. She’d got the boys and girls interested in double quick time by 
demonstrating how to grow crystals and then getting them to do it themselves. 
The forty-minute class whizzed by so fast that when the bell rang at the end, Will 
realised he’d been so absorbed he’d hardly made any notes at all. 

‘That was an inspiring lesson, Henry,’ he said once the pupils had left. ‘If you 
don’t mind me calling you Henry, that is.’ 

Busy preparing her notes for her next lesson, Henry looked up. 

‘It’s my name,’ she said drily. 

A wave of annoyance swept over Will. He didn’t want staff to be sycophantic, 
far from it, but Henry was being plain rude. Maybe he’d been wrong about her. 
His first impression had been of a straightforward, highly committed teacher 
who, once he got to know her better, he could rely on. Yet today, despite her 
impressive lesson, she seemed boorish and unfriendly. 

‘Fine,’ he said briskly, vowing to keep his distance from now on. ‘I’ll email 



my lesson evaluation to you by the end of the day.’ 


Next on Will’s packed schedule was a pep talk to the upper sixth about getting 
cracking with their university applications. This was followed by two more 
teaching observations, lunch with one of the governors and a speech to 
prospective parents. Once he’d got through all that, he planned to escape for the 
first time since he’d arrived at Downthorpe. With no meetings organised by his 
PA he was going to get right away and take a nostalgic trip into Oxford. He 
couldn’t risk popping into the King’s Arms at Buntingdon for a spot of supper. 
Loads of the teachers and support staff drank there and he desperately needed 
some time by himself. 

It was such a glorious evening when Will climbed into his battered old Saab 
that he decided to have the roof down. As he drove out of the school gates and 
past hedgerows filled with fluffy white cow parsley he began to relax for the first 
time in weeks. He put all his worries about exam grades, the year 11s who’d 
been caught with a crate of vodka and the parents who hadn’t paid the autumn 
fees yet to the back of his mind. He plugged his iPod into the car’s ancient stereo 
system, switched the Rolling Stones on full blast and put his foot down. 

Forty-five minutes later he parked in St Giles, right in the heart of Oxford, 
then strolled down Cornmarket and into the High. Everywhere he looked 
brought back memories of his university days. As he passed Brasenose, his old 
college, he peered past the porter’s lodge and smiled at the sight of students 
scurrying past, laden with books. It seemed no time at all since he’d been one of 
them, an English scholar with dreams of being the next Martin Amis. 

Just past Brasenose he spotted a chic-looking bar. There were two huge 
earthenware pots filled with flowers on either side of the doorway and a 
blackboard emblazoned with the words 'Happy Hour. Beer and steak for £10.’ It 
sounded good to Will so he pushed open the door and went in. After ordering a 
half pint of Old Hooky, he took out the novel he’d begun weeks ago and settled 
back to read. He’d only managed a couple of pages, however, when he realised 
someone was standing at his table. When he looked up, he was stunned to see 
Grace Foley smiling at him. She looked even more glamorous than usual, in a 
tight sleeveless dress and eye-wateringly high heels. 

‘Grace,’ he said, forcing a smile. ‘What on earth are you doing here? It’s bit of 
a way from Downthorpe.’ 

Grace beamed at him. ‘I could say the same to you. Actually, Tuesday is my 
afternoon off so I often head to Oxford. I was at Christ Church and lots of my 



friends are still here. It’s good to get out of Downthorpe now and again, don’t 
you think?’ 

Will looked at Grace with new respect. Christ Church was one of the oldest 
and most intellectually renowned colleges. He hadn’t realised Grace had studied 
there. 

‘What did you read?’ he asked. 

‘History. Not that I teach it now. I took a psychology degree later on and that’s 
my subject at Downthorpe. It’s only five periods a week though. Once Jono 
appointed me as his deputy the teaching had to take a back seat.’ 

Will was puzzled by this. As acting head he managed to fit in five periods of 
English classes every week so he would have expected Grace to do more. Apart 
from leading the academic review her deputy head duties weren’t exactly 
onerous. 

It suddenly crossed Will’s mind that he should ask Grace to join him. She 
agreed with alacrity so Will reluctantly closed his book and stuffed it back in his 
pocket. He was so knackered when he went to bed at night that he wasn’t sure 
when he’d get the chance to go back to it. 

‘Is this one of your regular haunts?’ he asked. ‘I’m pretty sure it wasn’t here 
the last time I came to Oxford. But that was at least ten years ago. And I didn’t 
drink in swanky places like this then.’ 

‘Can I get you a drink, Madam?’ asked a pretty waitress who, with her clear 
skin and hair tied up in a messy knot, looked exactly like a Downthorpe sixth 
former. 

Grace ordered a large glass of Pinot Grigio and some olives. She looked far 
more suited to surroundings like this than to teaching psychology A level to a 
bunch of tricky sixteen-year-olds. 

Will took a gulp of his beer and tried to relax. He felt strangely uncomfortable 
sitting in an Oxford bar with his deputy. 

‘How long have you been at Downthorpe?’ he said, racking his brains to make 
conversation. 

‘Nine years,’ replied Grace. ‘I started as a newly qualified teacher and worked 
my way up. Jono Rawlinson asked me to be his number two a couple of years 
ago.’ 

Will gazed into the distance, reluctant to catch Grace’s eye. The stylish bare 
brick wall on the far side of the bar was filled with four massive oil paintings. 
The most striking showed a row of surly-looking youngsters sitting at a bus stop, 
while another portrayed an elderly man on a skateboard. 

‘I’m aiming to be a head one day,’ added Grace. But I’m not in any hurry... 
Downthorpe suits me fine right now. It’s good to be so close to Oxford too.’ 



Will wasn’t convinced. From what he’d seen of Grace, she was fiercely 
ambitious. In fact, he’d be surprised if she hadn’t applied for the Downthorpe job 
herself. But then again, he could hardly criticise her for wanting his job. In her 
position he would have felt the same. 

‘Are you hungry?’ he asked, keen to change the subject all of a sudden. The 
whole point of driving to Oxford in the first place had been to clear his head, not 
listen to his deputy discussing her long term career plans. 

‘Abit,’ smiled Grace. 

‘Well, why don’t you join me for supper?’ 

Grace beamed at him. ‘Fantastic idea. I got blown out by my... by the person 
I’d arranged to see. So I’m footloose and fancy free.’ 

He didn’t like the idea of Grace being ‘footloose and fancy free,’ but he forced 
himself to ignore it. 

‘And how about another drink?’ said Grace. ‘Shall we order a bottle of wine?’ 

Will was surprised. He’d assumed that like him, Grace would be driving. 
Downthorpe was in the middle of nowhere so she could hardly have caught the 
bus here. 

‘Not for me,’ he replied. ‘I’ve got my car. How about you?’ 

Grace hesitated for a moment, then looked slightly uncomfortable. 

‘It’s slightly embarrassing,’ she said. 

Now it was Will’s turn to feel awkward. If she was going to tell him 
something that compromised her role as deputy head then he wasn’t sure he 
wanted to hear it. 

‘Go on,’ he said finally. 

‘It’s a bit extravagant but I tend to make an evening of it when I come to 
Oxford. So I get a cab. It costs a bloody fortune but it means I can have a drink 
and not worry about it.’ 

Will was so relieved that she hadn’t confessed to a drug habit or a drink-drive 
conviction that he ordered another glass of wine for her. 

‘We’re obviously paying you far too much,’ he joked. ‘But seriously, how you 
spend your money is your business. Shall we get the menu? And don’t worry 
about getting back to Downthorpe. I’ll give you a lift.’ 

Grace proved to be surprisingly good company. As the evening wore on Will 
discovered a whole load of things about Downthorpe that he hadn’t known 
before. They included gems like Molly Piper, one of the lower sixth girls, 
modelling for the Jack Wills fashion brand during the school holidays and Eddie 
Garstang, the chair of the governors, having the knives out for the previous head. 
Grace told Will that the bursar was a whizz at numbers but was also a recovering 
alcoholic and that at least two of the young maths teachers were madly in love 



with Henry Mead. 

‘And is she interested in either of them?’ asked Will. 

Grace shrugged her shoulders. ‘I’ve no idea. We aren’t that friendly. We get 
on fine but she’s never confided in me about her love life. How’s yours by the 
way?’ 

‘How’s my what?’ Will was miles away, wondering who Henry Mead’s 
admirers were. 

‘Your love life. It’s the talk of the staff room.’ 

‘Really?’ said Will. ‘I find that hard to believe. I’m sure everyone’s far too 
busy with their own lives to worry about mine.’ 

Grace took another glug of wine. ‘Oh come on, Will. You’ve been in teaching 
for long enough to know that staff rooms are a mine of gossip. We’re all under 
such pressure. We’ve got to have something to take our minds off the day job.’ 

Will gazed at Grace thoughtfully. It was hard not to like her. She was 
gregarious and fun, and from what he’d seen so far, a pretty impressive deputy 
head. And there clearly wasn’t much that went on at Downthorpe that escaped 
her eagle eye. 

The youngest boys were having the time of their lives. Word had got round 
that Josh Cook’s mum had sent him a hamper from Selfridges and around twenty 
boys had congregated in his dormitory for a midnight feast. Ben Stirkley, the 
prefect in charge of them, had got wind of it and came marching in to tell them 
off. But once he spotted the cocktail sausages, crisps and chocolate cake he 
relented - but only on the condition they gave him some too. 

‘And for fuck’s sake, keep the noise down,’ he whispered. ‘The other prefects 
aren’t as laid back as me. They’ll report you to old Jacko if they clock what 
you’re up to.’ 

Josh’s mum had clearly thought of everything, reflected Ben as he gazed 
appreciatively at the feast laid out across the dormitory floor. Right down to the 
plastic cups, plates, knives and forks. He greedily helped himself to a bit of 
everything, then tiptoed back to his room at the far end of the corridor. He was 
pleased to see that Joe Trent, his room mate, was out for the count. Ben plonked 
the plate on his desk and pulled the window up to get some air. Glancing out 
across the rooftops though, he nearly stopped in his tracks. The window faced 
directly on to the deputy head’s cottage and Ben could see two people standing 
on her front doorstep. Ben screwed up his eyes to try and see exactly who they 
were. It was hard to make anything out in the darkness but suddenly the lights 
were activated and the couple were bathed in light. Ben whistled softly under his 
breath as he saw exactly who the man was. Ace, he grinned. This was the best 



bit of gossip he’d stumbled across in a very long time. 
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